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Transliteration. 
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Esoteric Buddhism, and Tantric Buddhism. Therefore, these various terms are 
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S ummar y in Hindi 


7^ f^oq.lJTf^r F^t 3TTFFFT f^TF FFT FF FF? 3ff£fF 3TF ^ FRcftF 
Refried f^TF ?#fe 'ti'UciiFt FFT efrnt % 'HITTTte- uftFF 3 oft ^4t-TJ5fT FF FTJFT WH ^fT 

t. 3 pf FTFftF smf F>t cR^ Fte snf % fafaF mmt 3 vm % f^t 3 f^-t^fft % fftfft 

WdRrld F?l"f. Flf^t Gj,<6cd -df^d F^ddH 3TT?dlfdHd> 3TTFFTfFF F$FTF>t 3fpHoq|cbi F^t- 

T^FFT %F^T ^T Pi F'Rid |?. 

frf 3 f^£t ftf: F*ft swf 3 cfpr-^rr^Fn g>t ift 3rf^F to torn ^t.Fte 
^%TR^TO^^fe-cTW^yRT^T^R-WTFT%^Ty^R-iraR 
F?t 3TFFTFJTT FF> oqf^T PTfIf % F^T ^ F FlFR F^f-feTF ^T F^, FF> ^d*F viiind ^TxTT % 
HMc|<2>d 'W^M^Pl^Rdf^. Plf^Fff-cic|dl3fi%FTFFT lRlKI FF Rd>|>d f3TT. 

FRFTpfo FFT 3?fc Vim F'M 3 3ftef^T^HTf^ 4k 3TTFFTfFF FSTFIT ?#fcf> F§F 

F?T RiFRTF F>Fft f. 

FTTdoF | FTTFF-FlF FF3{R^FF3 F^f!fc> TTF TOiM F>t 3TFFTFJTT FF> 
FTFTF F^f 3 4fe eNt F>t m^\ f4%£ FFFF |. 3RTFT FF ^£FFT % f^idl F>t 
FF#r F7 3TTFTftF 4fe FF 3 FfafF 4fe M4t F>t W cfl cb l<FH cb d I FFTFf 3^ FcjfcT F>t 
LJebicMebdI F7%f^Ff FFT 4fe FF %FTFF-feTd FF4-pTFF5tl?t 3|iHI F ^F eTf^feTFFcf 

IF FTTF 3 FTl%F> 4fe FFRT % f4f*TF FFt 3 FFMFTF Ffe ^Ft F>t FFFFTT FF 
?FTF-FtFF % ^feTFTte f^FFF FF FTF-F^T Ff$M f^FT FFT |. 3Mt4f$lF>-FFF % 3fft 
FcfFH ^frlFTFFFTf % F1F F>t F^t FF-FTFPTF 3fFFF oMl<sF|l'3ff F>t FFTeffFFT F>t F^ft f, 
FTF ^f FFT ^FTF 3^ fcTWcT ^ FFfeTF ^F % FT^F> F7FF3?f FF FTFTFFTeTT FFT 
f^FFFtFTFeft^cFTf^FFFFf % 3fTFRF7FF^ FTTF 1 ^ 3f£ZTFF F^F FFT|. F^f^TF% 

F^T^^^-FFF^^FT^FJFf?TFF^ kTF effF^T% Hlfel<F 3fTt3ft 3T^FTF ^FFFt- 


VI 






CONTENTS 


Acknowledgements i 

Preface hi 

Abbreviations and Conventions iv 

Description of Diacritics v 

Summary in Hindi vi 

INTRODUCTION 1 

CHAPTER 1 9 

I. Buddhist Tantra: Methodological, Textual and Historical issues 

Unargued preference and presumptions 13 

Orientalism and Romanticism 18 

The prototype of the European concept of Buddhism 21 

European scholars and Sanskrit Buddhist texts 25 

The colonial project of discovering the ‘original Buddhism’ 28 

Presuppositions and academic appropriation of tantric Buddhism 29 

Conclusion (I) 46 

II. Transcultural Encounters: Western influence on Indian Scholars 48 

Tantric Buddhism and the Orientalist tropes 50 

Extra-Indian origin theory of Buddhist tantra 57 

The portrayal of Buddhist Tantra in Hindi Literature 61 

Corrective Voices 65 

Conclusion (II) 67 

CHAPTER-2 69 

The Concept of Sacred Feminine in Buddhist Tantra 

Early tantra traditions 72 

Esotericism and misunderstanding of tantra and its practices 85 



Interpretation of Tantra by Western scholars 86 

Feminine deities in the modern feminist framework 91 

Research on goddesses of early Buddhism 93 

Dakin! and Yaksini in Buddhism 96 

Female deities in non-Buddhist tantric systems 98 

Divine feminine and Female Buddhas 101 

Buddhist ideals and their female personification 105 

Goddesses in the historical sources 106 

Feminine form of Dharani 110 

Contemplative practices and female tantric deities 113 

Conclusion 118 

CHAPTER 3 119 

PancaraksA: The Five-protection Deities of KriyA-tantra 

Classification of Buddhist tantra 121 

Antiquity of Pancaraksa practice 130 

Pancaraksa practice in Kathmandu valley 130 

Pancaraksa in Central and Southeast Asia 133 

Pancaraksa tradition in ancient India 138 

Pancaraksa in texts 145 

Pancaraksa Mandala 151 

Pancaraks a-sutra 155 

Pancaraksa in Arts 160 

Pancaraksa Carya-nritya 166 

Conclusion 167 

Chapter 4 169 

VajrayoginI: Symbolism of Yogic Practices in Buddhist-tantra 

VajrayoginI in tantra texts 169 

Portrayal of enlightenment in female form 173 

Icon of Trikaya-vajrayoginI and yogic practice 176 

Vajravarahl and VajrayoginI 181 

Visualization practices of VajrayoginI in texts 186 

VajrayoginI in the popular religion of Tibet and Nepal 189 

VajrayoginI temple at Sankhu 191 

VajrayoginI temple at Pharping 197 

Conclusion 200 

Conclusion 203 



Appendix 


210 


Bibliography 

224 

Index 

255 




Introduction 


The worship of the goddess, the feminine-divine, has been an integral part of all 
religions that developed in India. Like other religious traditions, there exists a live 
engagement of Buddhism with feminine divinities. The modern studies on 
Himalayan and Tibetan Buddhist arts reveal that tantric Buddhist pantheon is 
incredibly rich with a diverse array of fascinating female figures. A number of 
studies in recent years have pointed out to a paradigmatic shift in the epistemology 
of feminine worship in the socio-religious life of the people in the Indian 
subcontinent. 

It has been commonly observed that diverse traditions of goddesses, in their 
many forms and features, pervade the historical development of Indie religions at 
multiple levels. These figures correspond to multiple levels of divinity. They range 
from tree spirits to wrathful protectors and compassionate healers to mother 
figures of liberation. Some of them bestow the mundane accomplishments 
(. samanya-siddhi) to their practitioners while others confer the supreme 
accomplishments ( uttama-siddhi ) to the supplicants of Buddhahood. 1 The 


1 These accomplishments or Siddhis are discussed in majority of the tantra texts. The 
mundane siddhis are of three types: santika (pacifying), paustika (abundance), and 
a bhicarika (wrathful). 
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canonical Buddhist texts, which mention these goddesses, suggest that peaceful or 
wrathful appearance of goddesses depend on the particular qualities embodied by 
these goddesses. From the iconographic perspective, the Buddhist goddesses have 
key identifiers such as postures, hand gestures, or symbols and colour to tell who 
they are or what they represent. 

A deeper understanding of tantric imagery reveals that much of the 
iconographic aspects of these Buddhist divinities have been derived from 
pragmatic visualization practices of Buddhist tantra. Such practices are 
soteriological in their aim but cryptic in their expression and esoteric in nature. 2 

However, most often, the researchers, as they are unaware of these veiled 
and esoteric concepts and symbolism of tantric Buddhism, fail to give cognizance 
to their significance and end up with an improper assessment of tantric 
iconography. 

A significant part of this research involves the analysis of the central 
characteristics of Buddhist tantra. This analysis has a multi-layered approach and 
involves a variety of sources, considering the two sides of religion, the theory that 


2 The extensive uses of imageries and visualisation-based practices, the Tibetan master 
Chogyam Trungpa refers such tantra practices as 'visual dharmah See, Chogyam Trungpa, 
Visual Dharma The Buddhist Art of Tibet. Boston: Shambhala, 1975. 
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is presented in canonical texts and in the lineage-teachings of monks, and the 
praxis, the actual practices and rituals of the lay adherents. 

This research delineates the process of development of the tradition of 
goddesses and their practices within Buddhism in general and Buddhist tantra in 
particular. It is done by examining the canonical texts and ritual compendia of 
Buddhist tantra tradition for its symbolism, iconography, and visualization rituals. 
The functional aspects of rituals related to worldly or soteriological goals are also 
enquired into. The materials and information gathered for research work done for 
this research have been done through visiting monasteries, staying with lay 
Buddhist communities in Himalayan Buddhist regions, and conducting a series of 
formal and informal interactions with lineage-holder Tibetan Buddhist monks, 
reincarnated Lamas, Newari Vajracharyas, and the ordinary devotees who go on 
pilgrimage to the shrines of Buddhist deities. 

A part of this research also contrasts the classical form of esoteric religious 
practices as prescribed in tantric texts that are preserved mainly by the monastics, 
with the popular traditions that play in the hearts and minds of the lay adherents of 
Buddhism. Though this research incorporates the tantric Buddhist tradition in 
general, it is centred on the tantric traditions and practices of goddesses that have 
been an integral part of Buddhism that still survives in the Himalayan regions. The 
area of investigation is positioned on two specific practices of Buddhist goddesses: 
the Pancaraksa and the VajrayoginI practice. The postulation done in is largely 
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based upon the first-hand information obtained from fieldwork and primary textual 
sources. 

This research, although, is more concerned with the philological analysis 
of Buddhist tantra texts, nevertheless, it has benefitted a lot from extensive 
travelling and fieldwork around the Himalayan region of India which includes 
Ladakh, Spiti and Sikkim, where the tantric form of Buddhism is still a vibrant 
living practice. This research also draws on from my M.Phil. research, which 
consisted of fieldwork on the shrines of Buddhist Goddesses in Kathmandu valley 
in Nepal. 

In the last few decades, the increasing curiosity about Buddhist tantra has 
resulted in the production of a number of volumes related to goddesses. Some of 
these books have drawn on feminist ideas related to tantric sources to pursue 
questions related to the construction of women and women's subjectivity within 
the South Asian religious culture. Although these books do provide significant 
insight towards an understanding of feminine aspects of the Indo-Tibetan culture 
of Buddhism, however as Rita M. Gross points out, ‘...such discussions cannot be 
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done by outsiders, no matter how knowledgeable and sympathetic they may be.’ 3 
An attempt has been made in this research to bring in the insider’s perspective. 

This research is divided into four chapters. The first chapter critically 
analyses the historiography of Buddhism in general and Buddhist tantra in 
particular. The first part involves a critical analysis of the historiography of 
Buddhism and enquires into the larger contours of issues and the possible motives 
and reasons behind particular approaches as taken up by Buddhist scholars 
working under the British rulers of India who were responsible for creating general 
perceptions about the history of Buddhism that is still prevalent today. 

The chapter takes up how the colonial interpretation of Buddhist history 
influenced Indian historians and how they responded towards the conceptual 
models and narrative forms developed by their Western counterparts. A diverse 
range of texts produced in the colonial and post-colonial period are analysed in 
this chapter. The concern is not with the chronological periodization of texts but 
with the ideological orientations underlying these textual productions. 

This chapter looks into the details of the conventional mode of looking at 
Buddhism as it has been developed in the departments of religious and Asian 


3 Rita M. Gross, “Is the Goddess a Feminist?’’ In Is the Goddess a Feminist? The Politics of 
South Asian Goddesses, edited by Alf Hiltebeitel and Kathleen M. Erndl. New York: 
NYUP.2000, 109. 
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studies of Western universities and how the models that were developed for 
European studies and Biblical studies have been deployed to interpret Buddhism. 
Many such models that still dominate the historical imagination of Buddhist 
studies have been examined in this chapter. This chapter also proposes an 
alternative approach for Buddhist studies and advocates incorporating the critical 
study of the tantra texts from the perspective of traditional accounts. 

The second chapter explores the progression of tantra in the religious 
sphere of ancient India in general. The focal point of the discussion is the goddess 
of Buddhist tantra. The interaction and influence of other religious traditions vis- 
a-vis Buddhism have been discussed. This chapter explores the placement of 
goddesses in the Buddhist framework and their symbolic importance. The different 
strata of goddesses are delineated and the personification in Buddhist ideas and the 
deifications of protective incantations, which has been an important aspect of Sutra 
and Tantra literature, are highlighted. 

The third chapter deals with Pancaraksa goddesses. Their practice is 
classified under Kriya-tantra of four classes of Buddhist tantra. 4 This chapter 


4 Buddhist tantra has been classified into a fourfold system: Kriya Tantra, Carya Tantra, 
Yoga Tantra and Anuttarayoga Tantra. Although this classification pertains to the Tibetan 
tradition, it is well accepted by the scholars nowadays. The diverse array of practices related 
to goddesses has also been categorized accordingly. Of these classes, Kriya-tantra (Action- 
tantra) is recognized as a preliminary class. Some of the earliest texts found on the Kriya- 
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investigates these goddesses with a two-tiered approach. It enquires into the 
explanation about the abstractness of their appearance and rituals through a brief 
overview of esoteric practices explained in some of the ancient tantric texts. The 
archaeological and textual pieces of evidence found in India, Central, and 
Southeast Asia have been examined in this chapter. Then the functional aspect of 
these goddesses found in the contemporary religious sphere of Nepal is also 
explored. 

The fourth chapter consists of an explanation about the rationale behind the 
rituals and practices associated with Anuttarayoga-tantra through the 
visualizations practices related to a tutelary deity Vajrayoginl. The name 
VajrayoginI is a generic name for a set of tantric goddesses who have a prominent 
presence in the tantric texts and therefore several forms of ritualistic visualization 
forms and yogic practices have developed around these goddesses. This chapter 
also explores the popular religious traditions associated with different Vajrayoginl 


tantra in Chinese translations, belong to 3 rd century CE. In Kriya and Carya Tantra, 
goddesses are visualized as external entities and their practices consist of devotion and 

rituals, while goddesses embodying the more advanced yogic practices are part of Yoga 
Tantra and Anuttarayoga Tantra. 
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temples located in the Kathmandu valley, Nepal, which happens to a significant 
part of this tradition but has been mostly neglected by the researchers. 5 

The conclusion points to the importance of proper tantric semiotics and 
hermeneutics for making sense of tantric texts, iconography and associated 
practices so that they can be interpreted within the context and in emic ways. 

An English translation of a small text, which is a collection of twenty-five 
praise-verses (Snk. stuti ) of Pancaraksa, has been added as an appendix. This is to 
give an idea of how such arcane practices of Buddhist goddesses, embedded within 
spiritual and philosophical doctrines, become the expression of popular religion 
and devotion. 


5 Mostly, the contemporary academic writings on Vajrayogini tradition mistakenly identify the 
Vajravarahi for Vajrayogini. Elizabeth English in her work.'Vajrayogini: Her Visualizations, 
Rituals', suggestes that Vajravarahi is a form of Vajrayogini that is subject of the salutation and 
propitiations while Vajrayogini is the deity of the visualization. See, Elizabeth English, 
Vajrayogini: Her Visualizations, Rituals, &c Forms, 49. However, the Sakya tradition of Tibet 
does not hold this view and posits Vajrayogini and Vajravarahi as seperate practices. This chapter 
deals with such issues in more details. 
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CHAPTER 1 


Buddhist Tantra: Methodological, Textual and 

Historical issues 


%T- *MI£I- 3/NW ftcc/t Hit)'I yluf'IH I 

Drink the blood of dog, donkey, camel, and elephant; thereafter feed on their flesh, 

regularly. 



Desired is the very special, smeared with the blood, the human flesh, awful meat of 


all species, full of millions of maggots, is divine. 

dtfz/Jdif?- igm fdfWd- rnmpm w- *DfZd-firm urn zwi 

uffim-zpKTFTwfftxw vktjam hIEihIchi^ ii 

Meat solidified by rotten excrement, mixed with the dog and human vomit, 
simmering with hundreds of worms, with a coating of urine mixed with excremen t; [it 

should be] consumed by the yogi with delight. 

- ^JStecRcf'^Icb 

- Samputodbhava-svara-tantra-niddna-mahdkalpa-raja 1 


1 Unpublished manuscript in the collection of Tokyo University, new catalogue no. 428 (old 
no. 319), f. 38b, quoted by Wedemeyer; See, C. K. Wedemeyer, Making Sense ofTantric 
Buddhism: History, Semiology, and Transgression in the Indian Traditions. New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2013, 1. 
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‘Well, traditionally it would be better not to publish it [tantra scripture] at all; 
but if it is going to be published inevitably anyway, it is important to explain it 
clearly and authoritatively so as to avoid damaging misunderstandings. ’ 

- H.H. the 14 th Dalai Lama 1 2 


For the readers outside of the tantra tradition, it is not an easy task to shed their 
dispassion while reading a tantric text. To the scholars of comparative religion, the 
tantra scriptures and their doctrines have represented the ultimate challenge. The 
deliberate use of the antinomian in the tantric religious system makes its ritualistic 
presentations, the language, and its semantics so offensive and repulsive that even 
if the reader is sympathetic to the tradition, it is not an easy task to get away from 
the distaste. The distaste, however, has been the creation of cursory and superficial 
readings of tantric texts. 3 

Any such reader is bound to be astounded by the characteristics and the 
discussion of these tantric treatises when they unfold. They have an 
unconventional tone of language, a different tenor of their expositions, and 
persuasion for a radical approach towards the practice for achieving the highest 
state of wisdom, what these texts refer as ‘unsurpassable knowledge’ ( anuttara- 


1 H.H. the 14* Dalai Lama, quoted by Robert Thurman in the preface of translation of Sri- 

cakrasamvara-tantra, xii. 

3 Wedemeyer, Making Sense of Tantric Buddhism, 1-5. 
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jnana). The tantra texts present an altogether different category of epistemic place 
and subjectivization. And they purposely and overwhelmingly urge their readers 
to be well aware of the technicalities of the inherent cryptic language ( sandhyd- 
bhasa ), the hermeneutical renditions ( mtartha-neyartha ), and the appropriations 
of intention-intended ( abhipraya-icchatah ), in the prescribed rituals; failing 
which, the whole tantric liturgy would just remain as an objectionable and 
nonsensical subject. 4 

A century ago, when the modern studies on Indology were in their 
premature stage, many Western explorers, who came across the tantric traditions 
in general and Buddhist tantra in particular, had to wrestle with the issue of this 
issue of tantra antinomianism. The normative rendering of Sanskrit textual 
lexicons, and other philological tools, which were helpful for the understanding of 
other scriptures in Sanskrit, did not provide any help, and these texts were 
incomprehensible even to the greatest of Sanskrit scholars of that time, (both 
Indian as well as Western.) 


4 In the non-dual Buddhist tantra, some practices present this provocative juxtaposition, 
given the traditional precepts of Buddhism, some elements that are considered extremely 
polluting or taboo are prescribed to be used as means ( Upaya ). See, Michael M.Broido, 
“Killing, Lying, Stealing, and Adultery: A problem of Interpretation in the Tantras.” In 
Buddhist Hermeneutics, edited by Donald S. Lopez Jr, 71-118. Honolulu: University of 
Hawaii Press, 1988, 71-80. 
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As most of the scholars failed to make much sense out of the 
unconventional rhetoric presented in the texts; they concluded the tantric form of 
Buddhism to be a disgusting form of some primitive religion. Nonetheless, it was 
evidently puzzling for these scholars, to fathom the widespread popularity of the 
tantric form of Buddhism that was still predominant in the vast range of the 
Himalayan region of India, Nepal, Bhutan, Tibet, and in the trans-Himalayan 
regions of Asia such as China, Mongolia, Korea, and Japan. 

Since late 19th century, we find that protestant Britain, having India and 
Sri Lanka as its colonies, was putting in effort for promoting Pali based Theravada 
Buddhism, while Catholic France, having influence over Indo-china, looked for 
Buddhist scholasticism in the Sanskrit Mahayana Sutras. This resulted in the 
development of the two European schools of Buddhist studies. The Anglo-German 
school and the Franco-Belgian school. The Anglo-German school almost 
exclusively emphasized the Pali literary tradition. Scholars such as Thomas 
William Rhys Davids and Hermann Oldenburg were amongst the main proponents 
of this school. The Franco-Belgian school utilized the Sanskrit textual tradition of 
Buddhism. Many eminent French scholars such as Sylvain Fevi, De-la Valle 
Poussin and Jean Przylusky represented this school. 

Thus, the texts of two traditions of Buddhism, Theravada and Mahayana, 
started being translated into the European languages by scholars. However, 
Western scholars started studying these texts from the point of view of Biblical 
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studies and Christian theology. Initially, the effort of these studies was motivated 
by the aim of drawing some parallels between Buddhism and Christianity so that 
European Christian missionaries could have some grounding in the religious 
systems of Asia so that Christianity could be introduced in the Asian countries. 

Though these scholars were partially successful in their endeavour of 
comprehending the literature of Buddhist Sutra, when it came to the Buddhist 
tantra, the texts did not make any sense to them. Although a tantric form of 
Buddhism was surviving in Tibet, it was a forbidden land for Europeans, as at the 
end of 18 th century the Tibetan government closed its border to them. Thus, the 
proper exposure for reading and interpretation of tantra texts was missing, which 
made it virtually impossible for those scholars to recognize the importance of the 
tantric Buddhist principles, especially when they compared it with the theology of 
Judeo-Christian religions. 

Unargued preference and presumptions 

When India formally became a British colony in the late 19 th century, the 
reformative agenda of British rulers of India became of utmost importance. In 
order to justify the exploitation of their colonized subjects, the reinterpretation of 
Indian customs and the religious traditions was an essential need. British rulers 
could figure out that in ancient India, Buddhism had enjoyed a distinct identity as 
an institution. Moreover, as the traditional masters of Buddhism were virtually 
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absent in the mainland of India, there was an opportunity to tweak its doctrine, 
reinvent it, and use it a means to introduce their own agenda in the disguise of 
Buddhism to their Indian subjects. 

This endeavour of British colonizers of India led to interpreting the Pali or 
Theravada form of Buddhism in a particular way. Primacy was given to Pali and 
it was propagated as the ‘original’ language of Buddhism and the language of 
Buddha as well as the language of common masses in ancient India. 5 In addition, 
the Buddha was presented as the supreme reformer of India. This celebration was 
of a specific form of Buddhism was deliberately done in such a way that all other 
forms of religious tradition, including the Mahay ana and Tantra traditions of 
Buddhism, could be deprecated. This presentation was an outcome of the 
European imagination, which presented Buddhism as a religion compatible with 
rationalistic Western science. It was in stark contrast to Hinduism, which was 
considered mythological and superstitious religion. 

The 19 th century was the period when the investigation of Buddhism was 
taken up as a leisure activity by enthusiasts such as Alexander Cunningham (1814- 


5 Fairly recently, the academicians who are involved, particularly in the early period of 
Buddhist scholarship in the West, have given their verdict that even the Theravada 
Buddhism too is far removed from the conception of ‘early’ and ‘true’ Buddhism'. See 
introduction of, Donald S. Lopez, Jr. Curators of the Buddha : The Study of Buddhism 
Under Colonialism. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1988. 
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1893). Cunningham, who was trained as a military engineer, somehow managed 
to combine his military official work with his antiquarian interests in his young 
age and eventually became archaeological surveyor after his retirement. The 
unpublished archival materials related to him reveal the fact of the colonial 
mindset playing its role in distorting the archaeological source materials and 
presenting it in a decidedly peculiar fashion for which there is no obvious scholarly 
justification. Cunningham has been criticized for his ‘bias’ and his over fascination 
for Buddhism. 

Cunningham’s preference for Buddhism, which was seemingly inoffensive 
until the recent research shows that the larger part of his writings has conspicuous 
rhetoric that sought to read Indian history in terms of deteriorating, a progressing 
decay from a distant but having a glorious past. This rhetoric was purposely 
created to pave the way for the British to colonize India so that in the disguise of 
reformist actions, their colonial project was executed. 

In the writings of Cunningham and his contemporaries, there are various 
examples of the faulty interpretations of the findings of the early archaeological 
period. Recent research reveal that there have been many cases of racist attacks on 
native Indian scholars and they were discredited for their findings. 6 A typical 


6 Upinder Singh, Idea Of Ancient India: Essays On Religion, Politics, and Archaeology . 
Delhi: Sage Publishing, 2016, 123-45. 
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example of this case was the dispute between James Fergusson, an indigo merchant 
turned architect, and Rajendra Lai Mitra. An analysis of James Fergusson’s book 
in which he responds to Rajendra Lai Mitra provides clear and direct evidence of 
the political ramifications of architectural debates that happened in 19 th century 
India, which shows that the Indian scholars were univocally denied agency in the 
field of scholarship. 7 

This style of ‘cherry-picking’ approach for historiography was evident as 
the preference for a particular kind of source-materials was shown while 
neglecting others. The analysis of reports of Cunningham reveals that his 
descriptions about the motifs of Sanchi do not take the presence of Mahay ana 
Buddhist traditions into consideration. For example, in his report, Cunningham 
does not give importance to motifs of Yaksini or Gaja-laksmi figures of Sanchi 
and mentions the Vajrapani capital as a mere decorative figure. Nevertheless, the 
Vajrapani is amongst the three main Bodhisattva figure in Mahayana Buddhism, 
symbolic form of power of the Buddha, and the chief compiler of the tantra texts 
preached by the Buddha. 8 


7 Fergusson, James. Archeology in India with Empirical Reference to the Works of Babu 
Rajendralal Mitra. London: Tubner & Co., 1884, 9-19. 

8 In Theravada tradition too, Vajrapani is a great Yaksa as being identical to Sakka (Indra). 

For importance of Vajrapani in Mahayana Buddhism, see the notes of E. Lamotte in 
Suramgamasamadhi-sutra, 126. 
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Similar to the approach of Cunningham, the records of Brain H. Hodgson 
(1801-1894), a British resident of Kathmandu, tell us about the presence of rich 
Mahayana Buddhist philosophical traditions along with the systems of tantra and 
its deities in the Himalayan regions of Nepal. However, like most of English 
proconsuls of his time, Hodgson rejected the traditional viewpoints of Buddhist 
philosophy as ‘interminable absurdities of Buddha system.’ 9 

In 1824, when Hodgson began his mission of accumulating the Buddhist 
Sanskrit manuscripts of Tantra and Mahayana, he also started dispatching them to 
his friends in India and France. Hodgson in one of the letters to his French scholar 
E. Burnouf writes, ‘Tantrika [.s/c] works are very numerous. They are in general 
disgraced by obscenity and by all sorts of magic and demonology. But they are 
frequently redeemed by unusually explicit assertions of a supreme Godhead.’ 10 It 
is not difficult to recognize there was a deliberate attempt made by Hodgson to 
correlate tantra to the Western magical tradition and his own imaginative 
constructs of Buddhist godhead and then projecting it as tantric Buddhism. 11 


9 Edward Conze, Short History of Buddhism. London: Unwin Paperbacks, 1982, 103. 

10 B. H. Hodgson, Essays on the Languages, Literature, And Religion of Nepal And Tibet: 
Together with further papers on the Geography, Ethnology, And Commerce of Those 
Countries. London: Trubner & Co., 1874, 15. 

11 See a similar discussion in, Stephan.Beyer, Magic and Ritual in Tibet: The Cult of Tara. 
Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1988, 88-93. 


17 



Ph.D. Thesis 


Sacred Feminine Imagery in Tancric Buddhism 


2018 


Most of these theories that were propagated by scholars such as 
Cunningham and Hodgson to disparage the Mahayana and Tantric Buddhist 
tradition were closely intertwined with the history of political relationships 
between India and the West. These theories suffer from epistemological 
assumptions of British officers that are highly biased. It is not so difficult to infer 
that those assumptions and appropriations of archaeological findings were framed 
according to the concerns of racial superiority and their imperialist vision in 
colonial India. Through this sort of propagandist scholarship, the theory of ‘decline 
of Indian wisdom’ was devised and the need of a revival of ‘once-great 
civilization’ was often necessitated to impose the reformist agenda and in order to 
justify the British colonial presence in India as a civilizing force. 

Orientalism and Romanticism 

Much prior to the endeavours of Cunningham and Hodgson, the interest of 
Western scholars in Buddhism developed around the 17 th century CE. Initially, it 
was because of their curiosity in the probable influence of Indian thought on 
Christianity. 12 Some of the irrational speculations were presented by the scholars 


12 There exists a seventh-century Christian legend of Barlam and Josaphat, which is actually 
a Christianized version of the story of the Buddha. The word ‘Josaphat’ is derived from 
the Sanskrit word, ‘Bodhisattva’. In the Persian texts, which were translated from Sanskrit 
Buddhist texts in the Sixth century CE, the Sanskrit word Bodhisattva was changed to 
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of this era. To scholars such as Engelbert Kaempfer, a German physician and 
explorer (1651-1716), Buddhism was mere ‘the pagan doctrine of the 
Brahmanas.’ 13 

By early 18 th century CE, most of the European scholars were convinced 
about the historicity of Buddha and the spread of his doctrine across Asia, 
however, according to the Western historical principles, it was not sure where he 
lived or where he was from. The absence of living Buddhism and its practices from 
the non-Himalayan regions of India led them to the speculation that they had to 
search for Buddha’s religion elsewhere from India. This resulted in ‘extra Indian 
origin theory’ of Buddhism. This led to the theory of Buddha having an ‘African 
origin,’ as he is depicted with the ‘thick Ethiopian lips’ and ‘woolly curls of 
Negro.’ This theory was initially developed by Edward Moor (1771-1848) and 
later on supported by Sir William Jones (1746-1794), who supported these theories 
in ‘The Third Anniversary Discourse’ delivered in Calcutta to the Asiatic Society 
of Bengal in February 1786. The ‘African origin’ hypothesis continued to hold 


Budhasaf, and then to Yudasaf. Later on the word, Yudasaf was changed to Iodasaph in 
Greek, in the 10th century, and finally the word Iodasaph was converted into Josaphat, in 
Latin in the 11 th century. For detailed discussions, see Chapter 1 in: D. S. Lopez Jr, From 
Stone to Flesh: A Short History of the Buddha. Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2013. 
13 Urs App, The Birth of Orientalism . Pennsylvania: University of Pennsylvania, 2010, 181. 
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sway and evolve into the ‘two Buddha’ hypothesis; the second Buddha was 
speculated to have come from Scythia. 

Around the mid of 19 th century, when British explorers started discovering 
Buddha statues in Gandhara region, from that point onwards, ‘the Buddha curls 
would look Greek rather than African to the European eye.’ 14 Such imaginative 
constructs were unjustifiable to the people who were concerned about this 
misrepresentation and scholars such as Ananda K. Coomaraswamy (1877-1947), 
who abandoned his scientific career and devoted his life to art as a full-time art 
historian. 

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, while ‘The Great Game’ was 
happening in the trans-Himalayan regions, 15 some enthusiastic explorers, who 
initially had almost no interest in Buddhism, accidentally discovered the great 
wealth of Buddhist wisdom. One such scholar was Alexander Csoma De-Coros 
(1784-1842), who is considered as the founding figure of Tibetology. Alexander 
Csoma hailed from a small village of Coros of Hungary. In his romantic quest to 
locate the linguistic origins of the Hungarian language and people, Csoma wanted 
to visit Tibet and search for his ancestral history. As the Tibetan government had 


14 Lopez, From Stone to Flesh, 138. 

ls ‘The Great Game’ was a political and diplomatic confrontation developed in 19th century, 
as the rivalry between the British Empire, the Russian empire, and China on their 
influence over Tibet and neighbouring territories in Central and Southern Asia. 
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closed its border for Europeans at the end of the 18 th century, Csoma chose to settle 
down in the Himalayan regions of Ladakh and Kinnaur. These regions had a close 
affiliation with the Tibetan language and culture and they were under British 
control so they were relatively accessible to European scholars. Csoma De-Coros 
was able to compile and publish the first Tibetan-English dictionary. 16 

The efforts of scholars such as Csoma De-Coros paved the way for some 
serious research and textual studies related to tantra texts and iconography through 
the Tibetan texts. Although, at the beginning, the research work based on Sanskrit 
textual sources on Buddhism has been ascribed to Hodgson who was on mission 
to acquire the antiquarian artefacts and manuscripts from Himalayan regions since 
1824, it was scholars such as Csoma who immersed himself in an intense study of 
Tibetan language and Indo-Tibetan Buddhism at the core of its literature. This was 
the beginning of a serious effort for making tantric Buddhism intelligible for their 
fellow Europeans. 

The prototype of the European concept of Buddhism 

Most research work conducted in this era was intended to make Buddhism more 
plausible to European audiences, suffered from certain rhetorical tropes. This 


16 A Tibetan-Italian dictionary was earlier composed in 1732 by Francesco Della Penna 
(1680-1745), a Capuchin missionary to Tibet. 
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rhetoric eventually led to creating the European concept of Buddhism. Much 
responsibility goes to Eugene Burnouf (1774- 1844) for creating this modern 
Eurocentric understanding of Buddhism. 

Burnouf was one of the first French to work on the manuscripts brought 
by Hodgson from Kathmandu to the Societe Asiatique of Kolkata. He was 
fascinated by Buddhism because of ‘the realistic spirit of this doctrine, its 
materialism and even its ordinariness.’ 17 Burnouf, in his monumental text 
Introduction a I'histoire du Buddhisme (1844), managed to impose the Western 
notion of rationality on this fresh field of unexamined texts of Buddhism, and 
constructed an intelligible scheme of ideas in his book, which has been described 
by Max Muller as ‘the most influential scholarly work on Buddhism in the 
nineteenth century’. 18 

In his book, Burnouf devotes a chapter on Buddhist tantra, in which he 
treats this subject with full disdain. He could not comprehend how scholars such 
as Alexander Csoma de Kords could find ‘some of the tantras beautiful’. 19 Burnouf 
writes: 


17 Eugene Burnouf, Introduction to the History of Indian Buddhism 2010. Translated by 
Katia Buffetrille and Lopez Donald S. Jr. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2010, 
533. 

18 Ibid., 1. 

19 Ibid., 492. 
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[These] tantras are indeed treatises with a very special character, where 
the cult of bizarre or terrible gods and goddesses is combined with a 
monotheistic system and other developments of Northern Buddhism. 

He further states: 

It is not my intention to long dwell on this part of the Nepalese 
collection [of texts on Buddhist tantra], which I am inclined to 
regard as the most modern of all, and whose importance for the 
history of human superstitions does not compensate for its 
mediocrity and vapidity. It is certainly not without interest to see 
Buddhism, which in its first organization had so little of what makes 
a religion, end in the most puerile practices and the most 
exaggerated superstitions. 

Burnouf s approach led to the radical reframing of some basic ideas of Buddhist 
doctrines and presented it as a ‘rational,’ ‘scientific’ and ‘reformative’ tradition. 
Burnouf did a French translation one of the most popular Mahayana Sutras that is 
also rich with the contents of tantric elements, the SaddharmapundarTka-sutra, and 
published it in 1844. The presentation of this text rendered by Burnouf had an 
overall Western-orientation and although this translation had some flawed 
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understanding, the text had a good reception and big impact on contemporary 
scholarship on Buddhism. 20 Through his later works too, many misunderstandings 
found their way to the contemporary common knowledge of Mahay ana Buddhist 
texts. 

A typical example of factual mistake could be found in Bumoufs 
description of Mahdvdstu, where Burnouf presented truncated title and 
erroneously presented the text Mahdvdstu as a non-canonical text. 21 In addition, 
he mistakenly mentions about Suvarnaprabhasa, a Mahayana Sutra, as a tantra 
scripture. 22 

While the Franco-Belgian Pali scholars were editing the Sanskrit Buddhist 
texts, the scholars of the Anglo-German school of Buddhist studies started paying 
some attention to the Sanskrit Buddhist texts and propounded their own views. 
The German Indologist Hermann Oldenburg (1854-1920), declared that the works 
of Buddhist Sanskrit literature were by-products of the earlier Pali texts. This was 
a common tendency of scholars of the British-German school to present the Pali 


20 This issue is discussed by Donald S. Lopez Jr in the ‘Introduction to the translation’ of 
Burnouf s book. 

21 Mahavastu is a part of Mahasanghika Vinaya texts and hence a canonical text of 
Mahasanghika Nikaya. See the introduction of Mahavastu edited by J. Jones. 

22 Burnouf, Introduction to the History of Indian Buddhism, 484. 
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canon as the original one, and the Sanskrit Buddhist literature as later fabricated. 23 

24 

European scholars and Sanskrit Buddhist texts 

In the late 19 th century, some foremost European scholars of Franco-Belgian 
school of European Buddhist Studies focused their research on Buddhist texts in 
Sanskrit. Paul Pelliot (1878-1945) was one such scholar who worked on the 
Sanskrit manuscripts of Buddhism and published the La Mission Pelliot en Asie 
Centrale in 1924. Louse de La Vallee Poussin’s (1869-1938), translations took the 
Franco-Belgian school to another height. By his comprehensive study, Poussin’s 
efforts led to the publication of many French translations of Buddhist texts, such 
as Abhidharmakosa of Vasubandhu, (La’ Abhidharmakosa de Vasubandhu) 
published in 1923 and Vijnaptimdtrtatd-siddhi of Hiuen-tang (La Siddhi de Hiuen- 
tang) in 1928. In his initial works, Louse de La Vallee Poussin did an extensive 


23 N. N. Bhattacharyya, History of Researches on Indian Buddhism. Delhi: Munshiram 
Manoharlal, 1981, 166-167. 

24 However, this position is now very much contested. Through the factual evidence, 
inscriptional and otherwise, there have been no such strong evidence that verify this theory 
of Pali being the original language of Buddhism. Had Pali been the language of masses, 
there must be some existence of folk songs, drama, poetry and other secular literature. 
However, there does not exit any. There exists just the Theravada Buddhist religious 
literature in Pali. Therefore, it is now argued that whether Pali may have been a language 
of people or was it created just for preserving the Buddha’s teachings. 
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study of Mahayana Buddhism and the texts on Buddhist tantra. He ventured into 
challenging the view that considered Theravada Buddhism as ‘original’ and ‘pure’ 
form of Buddhism. He vouched for the equal importance of the study of Mahayana 
and Pali Buddhism. He writes: 

The Indologist must study with equal interest the Hinayana (the 
vehicle of the rationalist monks of which the Pali canon, itself 
composite, allows us to know only part of the history and the sects) 
and the diverse churches of the Mahayana, which covered India and all 
the Orient with a luxuriant profusion of their theologies and rites. One 
commonly regards idolatrous and superstitious Tantrism as ‘no longer 
Buddhism’; one forgets that Buddhism is not separable from 
Buddhists...’ 25 

However, Poussin was forced to change his position under the pressure of his 
fellow scholars. 26 We find, Louis de la Vale Poussin drastically changed his 
opinion and discarded tantric Buddhism as religion full of ‘disgusting practices 


25 Wedemeyer, Making Sense of Tantric Buddhism, 30. 

26 C. K. Wedemeyer, “Tropes, Typologies, and Turnarounds: A Brief Genealogy of die 
Historiography of Tantric Buddhism.” History of Religions (University of Chicago Press) 
40 (2001), 244. 
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both obscene and criminal, including incest’. 27 He later concluded Buddhist tantra 
to be a form of ‘Hinduism ...in Buddhist garb’. 28 Such approaches and 
misevaluations at the beginning of studies on Buddhism in Europe resulted in 
neglect and discouragement for any further research or attempt to translate the 
available materials on Buddhist tantra. 

Austine Waddell (1854-1938), another amateur archaeologist and scholar, 
dismissed tantric form of Tibetan Buddhism as a degeneration of the ‘original 
Buddhism’ and coined the term Lamaism. In Buddhism of Tibet or Lamaism 
(1895) Waddle writes: 

But the bulk of the Lamaist cults comprise much deep-rooted devil 
worship and sorcery... For Lamaism is only thinly and imperfectly 
varnished over with Buddhist symbolism, beneath which the sinister 
growth of poly-demonist superstitious darkly appears. 29 

As a son of Protestant clergy and a missionary himself, Waddell was 
conditioned to see all other non-Christian forms of religion as devil worship. While 
his posting as a British functionary in Sikkim during 1885 to 1895, without 


2 ' J. R. Campbell, “Vajra Hermeneutics: A Study of Vajrayana Scholasticism in the 
Pradlpoddyotana.”, Unpublished Ph.D. thesis, Columbia University, 2009, 210. 

28 Wedemeyer “Tropes, Typologies, and Turnarounds”, 247. 

29 Austine L. Waddell, The Buddhism of Tibet or Lamaism. London: W. H. Allen & Co. Limited, 
1895, xi. 
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undergoing any training of understanding the metaphors of Vajrayana Buddhism, 
he just accumulated a vast amount of information on Tibetan Buddhism, especially 
on ritual practice and popular belief and catalogued it in such a way that his 
description would only tend to condemn those practices and reinforce the view that 
Tibetan Buddhism is cultic in nature and obsessed with black magic. 

The colonial project of discovering the ‘original Buddhism’ 

The British colonizers strategically encouraged by their administrative servants 
and scholars, European as well as Indian, to look for the ‘original’ and ‘pure’ 
gospel of Buddhism. This ‘pure’ form of religion was meant to be the Pali 
Tripitaka imported from Ceylon. Several efforts were made to establish the ‘pure’ 
order’ of Buddhism. The editing and English translation of this pure gospel was 
the next GOAL that led them to establish the Pali Text Society, founded in London 
in 1881 by Thomas William Rhys Davids (1843-1922), a British Civil Servant in 
Foreign Service who served in Ceylon prior to his retirement. 

The selective readings of Pali canonical works were so designed as to 
affirm its reformative temperament suitable to the Protestant theology. The book 
of Rhys Davids, Buddhism was published by The Society for Promoting Christian 
Language in 1877. It contained the very similar historical criticism about the life 
of historical Buddha, which was developed by scholars of theological departments 
for European universities for studying the life of Jesus Christ in the New 
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Testament. 30 On similar lines, another scholar, Albert Joseph Edmunds, published 
his ‘ Buddhist and Christian Gospels now first compared from the originals: being 
Gospels Parallels from Pali Texts, in 1908. 31 

This phase was the beginning of the rhetoric that espoused certain 
discourses. One such discourse, which got prominence in the field of Buddhist 
studies, was advocating the Theravada Buddhism as the original one and 
denouncing the Mahay ana and Vajrayana, as a later degraded offshoot of 
Buddhism. 

Presuppositions and academic appropriation of tantric Buddhism 

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, some of the scholars who were well 
versed in the classical languages of Greek and Latin, endeavoured and self-trained 
themselves in the classical languages of Asia, especially Sanskrit and Chinese. 
Thus, they began to read Buddhist texts in the original languages. This was the 
period when certain stereotypes were developed and deployed to present the East 
to the West in familiar themes in the European historical and cultural imagination. 
Nevertheless, the texts of Tantra were seen as a big challenge and for these 


30 Bhattacharyya, History of Researches on Indian Buddhism, 166. 

31 Albert Joseph Edmunds, Buddhist And Christian Gospels Now First Compared From The 
Originals: Being Gospel Parallels From Pali Texts. Philadelphia: Innes & Sons, 1908. 
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scholars. This was the beginning of the quest for making some sense of Tantric 
Buddhism. 

For the sake of appropriating tantric Buddhism in contemporary academic 
settings, various models have been deployed and developed in the last century. 
Characteristically, most of these models have postulated the tantric Buddhism to 
be a disjuncture from what the early research purported as the ‘original Buddhism’. 
The academic writings that are based on these models give an ‘outcaste’ treatment 
to Buddhist tantra. Even the adherent scholars cannot get out of the cliche of 
European-prototype of Buddhism. The scholars are still grappling with the issue 
of what they call ‘antinomian aspects’ of Buddhist tantra and therefore, cannot 
make much sense of this form of religion that advocates the ‘dreadful’ practices. 

Most of the studies on Buddhist tantra presume that Tantric Buddhism is 
incompatible with its preceding Buddhist doctrines. The adherence to the 
purported theories of the ‘non-Buddhist origin’ of Buddhist tantra, creates this 
misconception. These theories still predominate over the fields of Buddhist 
studies. 

Some of these ‘origin of Buddhist tantra’ theories, which have become a kind of 
methodological cliche have been discussed and examined here. 

Tantra originating from tribal or primitive religious cults 
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Many scholars have purported that Buddhist tantra was borrowed from tribal or 
primitive societies of India. 32 It should be noted that contemporary notions about 
tribes in India are quite vague and overburdened with European cultural 
imaginations. The typified categorization of tribal community done by British 
rulers during the colonial period has largely contributed to the distortion of our 
ideas about Indian tribes. The notion of social and cultural backwardness of the 
tribal community, which is inherently attached to the modern political sense, is not 
quite applicable to the traditional structure of the Indian social system. 

The textual evidence shows that these so-called tribal people - they are 
thought to be outside of the Brahmanical community - have not been just some 
autochthonous people living in the primitive state. They rather carried on their 
sophisticated cultural and diplomatic intercourse with neighbouring Brahmanical 
polities. Sdrdulakarndvaddna, a narrative from Divydvaddna , which was 
translated into Chinese by early 2 nd century CE, contains a detailed debate between 
a learned Brahmana PuskarasarinI and a tribal Mantanga King named Trisanku. 
Apart from the scathing criticism of the caste system, the text posits the Mantanga 
King and his son Sardulakarna, to be well versed in all the Vedas and all other 
branches of learning. At the end of the story, the tribal king wins the debate, his 


32 Bhattacharyya, History of Researches on Indian Buddhism, 147. 
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son marries the daughter of Brahmana PuskarasarinI, and Buddha declares that he 
himself was the tribal king in his previous birth. 33 

Considering the acquaintances of Buddhist Siddhas with tribal people’s 
costumes and language, some scholars have postulated the tribal origin theory of 
Buddhist tantra. 34 However, the strong affinity with outcaste groups affirmed by 
the Buddhist Siddhas was because of their Buddhist anti-caste stand. Their 
biographical record states that many of them came from the royal families and they 
composed in vernaculars as well as Sanskrit. 

Thus based on the spectrum of specifics such as caste, language, affiliation, 
and other variables, this model cannot be accountable for the origin of Buddhist 
tantra. 

Did Buddhist tantra originate in medieval India? 

This notion is accepted by many contemporary researchers including David 
Suleiman, Ronald Davidson and others. They extend their line of argument by 
describing the origin of tantric systems in mediaeval India feudal polity. In their 
assumptions, these scholars have theorised the tantric practices related to the 


33 Saidiilakarnivada n a :ix. 

34 Ronald M. Davidson, Indian Esoteric Buddhism: A Social History of the Tantric Movement. 
New York: Columbia University Press, 2002: 171. 
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sacred Mandala illustrations as a reflection of decentralised medieval Indian polity 
of Samanta feudalism. 

In his works, Ronald Davidson ascertains that there are political 
ramifications in the usage of the Mandala in tantric rituals. He draws parallels 
between the structures of spatial allocation for the cosmological deities in the 
tantric Mandala and power allocation in a feudal state. From his perspective, the 
Tantric Mandala reflects how, in mediaeval India, Buddhism adopted political 
imperialism and expressed it into the language of ritual through the lexicons of 
Tantric Mandala empowerments. He posits the tantra deities and their semiology 
as an indication for the emergence of Buddhist polity in medieval India and Tibet. 
As it has been pointed out by David Gellner, Davidson conspicuously does not 
mention Nepalese Buddhism, which also shared the same tantric Buddhist 
tradition, as it goes against his hypothesis. 35 

Moreover, as Christian Wedemeyer has noted, in most researches on Indian 
feudalism it is observed that there is an apparent attempt to find elements which 
fit a preconceived picture of what should have happened in India because it 


35 David N. Gellner, “Himalayan Conundrum ? A Puzzling Absence in Ronald M. 
Davidson's Indian Esoteric Buddhism.” Journal of the International Association of 
Buddhist Studies 27, no. 2 (2004), 411-415. 
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happened in Europe.’ 36 Also, Giovanni Verardi has rightly pointed out that the 
category “feudalism”, which is the object of reconsideration even in Europe, is 
probably not a structural component of medieval India and thus is not of much 
help to understand medieval Indian polity. 37 

The various misconceptions in Davidson’s work are largely due to a lack 
of awareness of the actual practices, philosophy, and the doctrinal history of 
Buddhist tantra. 38 Moreover, scholars such as Davidson have used tantric textual 
material extensively. They are well aware of the difficulties of interpreting the 
religious hagiographical material to a historical fact. However, their hermeneutical 
biases are clearly visible in their research work. In certain contexts, when the 
textual material suits their hypothesis, they use them selectively, and when it does 
not, they playfully discard such materials as fictive and contrived texts. 39 

Religious animosity/rivalry 


1(1 Wedemeyer, Making Sense of Tantric Buddhism, 222. See, L Hind, quoted by Wedemeyer. 

37 Verardi, 'Issues in the History of Indian Buddhism’, https://barc.ryukoku.ac.jp, (accessed 

December 28, 2018). 

38 Ronald M. Davidson, Indian Esoteric Buddhism, 352. Davidson admits, ‘My experience with 
Buddhist scholars in India, Nepal, and Tibet has been exclusively textual, with little interest 
displayed towards epigraphy, archaeology, or other sources”. 

39 In order to demean the tantric expositions, Davidson prefers the overliteral interpretation of 
the passages where the erotic contents are explicitly stated in the tantra rreatises. 
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It is not unusual to encounter such iconographic representations in the Buddhist 
tantra where Buddhist deities are shown to be trampling over non-Buddhist deities. 
For example, Sddhanamdld mentions Buddhist goddess Aparajita tramples Ganesa 
and we have several such sculptured images of her. Similarly, Heruka or 
Cakrasamvara can be seen trampling Rudra and Uma in Tibetan thangkas. In some 
of the texts, such as Udbhatta Swami’s Vises lava, we do find the proclamation of 
Buddha to be superior to non-Buddhist divinities, such as Visnu and Shiva, and 
these mentions apparently support this rivalry hypothesis. 40 Based on such 
evidence, many scholars have interpreted the iconography of some tantric deities 
as expressions of religious animosity and interpreted these tantric icons to be an 
outcome of the rivalry of Hinduism and Buddhism in ancient India. 

It should be remembered that it is in the non-tantric non-canonical literature 
of Buddhism (mostly Buddhist epics), in which we find the arguments that hold 
the Buddha superior to the worldly ( samsaric ) deities such as Brahma, Visnu and 
Rudra. Such representations have been a common feature of kinds of literature that 
were meant to build a strong faith amongst the followers of a particular tradition. 
The approach of tantric texts cannot be regarded as the same. 


40 See, Vises asm va for more details. These divinities haven been seen as Similar proclamations 
are found in the other Buddhist epics such as Buddhacarita of Asvaghosa. 
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In tantric literature, be it Shaiva or Buddhist, we come across several 
references, where the violent subjugation of the deities of the ‘other’ tradition is 
mentioned. However, when seen from the insider’s perspective, these allegorical 
stories of subjugation of the ‘other’ are strategically designed to denote the 
supremacy of higher tantric concepts or stages. Some tantra scriptures use it as a 
strategic style to posit their efficacy. In order to show the infallibility of the power 
of a mantra, the tantra text such as Guhyasamaja and Hevajra often use the 
portrayal of subjugation of Buddhas or killing of Buddhas. The fourteenth Chapter 
of Guhyasamaja-tantra states about a mantra recitation that ‘makes the Buddhas 
faint out of fear’, ‘destroys the Buddha’, and ‘subjugates even the Vajrasattva’. 
These texts do not do so to denigrate the Buddhas but to posit the supremacy of 
the methods of tantra. 41 

Such descriptions indicate that as the practitioners gradually make headway 
in their practices, they had to step over their previous stage, without which the 


41 Guhyasamaja-tantra states, ‘By one hundred eight recitation of this [mantra], even the 
Vajrasattva is subjugated.’, (..sataStvaranuccarya vajrasattvopi siryyate). See, Ch. 14, Verse 50- 
53. Another verse of same text states, ‘Just by utterance of this mantra, all the great Buddhas 
got fainted by fear. If performed with proper method, this [matra] will uproot the army of the 
Buddhas.’, (...athasmin bhaSitmatre sarva Buddha mahasayah, murchhita bhayamapede 
vajrakayamanusmaran. ) Ch. 14, Verse 12. See, Nyaupane, Guhyasamaja-tantra, 2012. 
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progression is not possible. These progressions are essentially in the internalized 
mode of some yogic practice or metaphysical principles (Snk. tattvcis)\ they are 
codified in a hierarchic manner and depicted through these deities. 

The non-Buddhist tantras also apply a similar strategy. For example in a 
Shaiva tantra named Svachhanda-tantra, a prominent text of Kashmir Shaivism 
existing since 7 th -8 th century CE, Svachhanda Bhairava, who represents a higher 
form of Shiva, ‘stands upon the prostrated corpse of ‘sada-siva’. 42 Similarly, the 
well-known depiction of Kali trampling over Shiva is another example of the 
supremacy of higher principles over the lower one. Therefore, from the insider’s 
perspective, this notion of rivalry or religious animosity has altogether a different 
dimension. 

Shaivite origin theory 

Another major historical narrative that been developed over time presents the 
Buddhist tantra as a mutated offshoot of Buddhism that developed because of the 
slavish imitations of competing Shaiva traditions. This purports that tantric 
Buddhism is ‘Shivaism in the garb of Buddhism.’ 43 


42 Alexis Sanderson, “Shaivism and the Tantric Traditions”, In The World's Religions, edited by 
Peter Clarke and Friedhelm Hardy. London: Routledge, 1988, 137. 

43 Wedemeyer, Making Sense of Tantric Buddhism, 22. de La Vallee-Poussin quoted by C. K. 
Wedemeyer. 
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Early scholars such as Burnouf have expressed their disappointment at 
Buddhist tantra. They thought it to be an unfortunate ‘alliance’ of Buddhism with 
Shaivism 44 He posited the origins of tantric Buddhism to be the ‘obvious 
borrowings that the Buddhists make from the language and practices of the 
Shivaites.’ 45 

In contemporary academia, this ostensible notion of ‘Shaiva origin’ of 
Buddhist tantras has been re-propagated through Alexis Sanderson’s writings. 
Because of his meticulous philological skills, his commanding scholarship over 
Shaivaite sources, and his continuous blaming of the Buddhists for ‘piously 
plagiarising’ the Shaiva-Agama, many modern-day academicians have fallen into 
this trap of methodological solipsism. 

Because of the scholarly repetition of this well-trodden theory, most 
scholars are conditioned to see the Shaiva and Shakta influence on tantric Buddhist 
literature and hence this discourse pervades extensively in the secondary literature 
on Buddhist tantra. 

Sanderson has developed his hypothesis by quoting some selective 
passages from Buddhist Tantric literature that appears to be verbatim repetitions 


44 Burnouf writes, ‘As so many centuries, Buddhism had distinguished itself from Brahmanism, 
finally ended up making such coalition.’ Burnouf, Introduction to the History of Indian 
Buddhism, 504. 

45 Ibid., 503. 


38 



Samdarshi P. Buddhist Tantra: Methodological, Textual and Historical issues University of Delhi 


of a Shaiva tantra text. 46 He also cites some Buddhist legends that point towards 
the Shaiva influence on Buddhism. 47 However, he fails to recognize that such one¬ 
sided, elusive and exaggerated tales are common features of texts that are written 
when the motive is to establish a certain religious standpoint. As it has been 
discussed before, these narratives are frequently found in different Shaiva as well 
as Buddhist literature in order to proclaim the superiority of one tradition over the 
other. These narratives reflect the enthusiasm for convincing followers and 
installing the conviction about the practices. Traditional hermeneutics do not 
suggest that these tales can be taken as a definitive account. 48 

It is also interesting to note that scholars such as Swami Vivekananda, P. 
V. Kane and Binoytosh Bhattacharya, based on the very similar facts, as cited by 
Sanderson, argued just the opposite of the hypothesis presented by Sanderson. 
They asserted that ‘defiled and downgraded tantra practices’ have Buddhist origin 


4(1 Alexis Sanderson, “Vajrayana: Origin and Function” Buddhism Into the Year 
2000:Internationa JConference Proceedings. Bangkok and Los Angeles: Dhammakaya, 1995: 
89-102. 

4 ' Alexis Sanderson, “How Buddhist is the Herukabhidhanatantra?” www.academia.edu. 6 June 
2009, (accessed April 1, 2018). 

48 As per the Prasangika School, only the Sutras, in which the subject matter of the teaching 
of the Buddha is Emptiness, should be taken as definitive. All other surras fall under 
interpretive statements. 
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and it was later borrowed by Shaiva-Shakta tantra practitioners from the Buddhist 
tradition. 49 

Largely, Sanderson’s interpretation of Tantra literature is philological in 
nature and his understanding is devoid of any philosophical precedent of Buddhist 
tenets, which has been a prerequisite for any traditional monastic tantric systems. 
When it comes to the interpretation of tantric iconography, like his preceding 
European scholars, he has ignored the intricacies of symbolism and hermeneutics. 
According to Sanderson, one can trace the origins of practices and orientations 
considered quintessentially “Tantric” to early Saivism. To put it in other words, 
Sanderson's writings account for the hypothesis that Tantric Saivism developed 
organically from a primitive form of Saivism and this primitive theme that 
pervades the non-dualist Saiva traditions caused the development of tantric 
Buddhism. His works also fail to recognize the theoretical soteriological basis of 
Buddhist Tantra that is the underlining feature of Buddhism. 


49 Benoytosh Bhattacharya says, ‘it is idle to say that later Buddhism was an outcome of 
Shaivism...it is also possible to declare without fear of contradiction that it was the 
Buddhists who were the first to introduce the Tantras into their religion ...Hindus 
borrowed them from the Buddhists in later times.’ See, Benoytosh Bhattacharya, 
“Buddhist Deities in Hindu Garb.” Proceedings and Transactions of the Fifth Indian 
Oriental Conference Lahore,. Lahore: University of Panjab, 1930, 1277. Positions of P.V. 
Kane and Swami Vivekananda have been discussed in this chapter later. 
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Sanderson’s hypothesis supports the borrowing theory by assigning an 
early date for Shaiva tantra. However, as far as Buddhist tantric elements are 
concerned, they are very much present in the Buddhist Sutra texts as well which 
have been dated far older than any Shaiva tantra. 50 51 

Of course, it is not suggested here that one can rule out the interaction 
between Shiva and Buddhist tantra traditions. There exists substantial evidence to 
show the reciprocal exchanges between Shaiva and Buddhist communities, but one 
also cannot neglect the fact that the philosophical world-views posited by Shaiva 
and Buddhist tantra and are quite different. While the Shaiva tantra system posits 
the permanent existence of absolute Shiva consciousness, the Buddhist tantra 


50 For a detailed discussion, see the antiquary of Mahamayurl discussed in the Third Chapter of 
this dissertation. There are several vesions of Prjhaparamita-sutras. The ending dharini of 
Prjnaparamita-hridaya-sutra (Heart sutra) shows a tendency towards the development of the 
mantra tradition. The recently discovered Gandharan manuscripts have some fragments of 
Astasahastrika-prjhaparamita-sutra in Prakrit and it has been dated to 2 nd century CE. See, Jens 
Braarvig and Fredrik Liland, The Ancient Manuscripts Of Gandharan Buddhism: An 
Exhibition of Ancient Buddhist Manuscripts in the Schoyen Collection. eBook, Oslo: Hermes 
Publishing, 2010. 

51 In Shaivite tradition one of the earliest texts having tantric orientation that has servived is 

N is vasa- ta ttva-sa mhi ta . Though it is a 12 lh century text, some of its earliest portions are belived 
to be composed around the 4 th century CE. However, in the Buddhist Mahayana sutras, which 
are dated much earlier than the Nisvasa-tattva-samhita, exhibit their tantric orientation. 
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suggests the impermanence of all composite phenomena and posits emptiness as 
the ultimate truth. 

Though the tantra tradition of Buddhism and Shaivism have some similar 
structural assumptions, and they share a variety of ritual forms, yet both these 
traditions have a perennial dissimilar basis which has been reflected in their vast 
amount of scholastic material that was composed in order to debate with the other 
tradition and to defend one’s own position. The commonalities found are because 
of sharing of common historical time and socio-cultural space by these two 
traditions - both were vibrantly alive in ancient India. Therefore, it is not cogent 
to speak of esoteric Buddhism having originated in esoteric Shaivism. 

Several Buddhist Sutras have a rich content of Tantric elements and that is 
already seen in Chinese translations by the 2 nd century CE. 52 Moreover, in the 
recent findings from Bamiyan, we have come across some very early forms of 
Mahayana Sutra literature in Prakrit. These early Sutras frequently mention the 
uses of incantations (Snk. dharni ) and mantra for Buddhist rituals. In opposition 
to Sanderson’s theory of ‘Pious Plagiarism’, it is pertinent to note that while the 
Shaiva tantra texts, in most cases, have been placed around the 8 th century to 10 th 


52 Sardulakarnavadana was translated in 2 nd century CE in Chinese. This text contains the 
descriptions of the Buddha using mantras. See, Sardulakarnavadana, 4-5. 
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century, from Vasugupta (CE 800-850), the founding figure of non-dual Shaivism 
in Kashmir, to the prolific Kashmiri tantric scholar Abhinavagupta (CE 975-1025). 

Common substratum theory 

Another popular hypothesis that has been developed to explain the commonalities 
of the Shaiva and Buddhist tantric icons postulates that the Buddhist tantra figures 
have been ‘derived from the same cultic stock that produced Shaiva figure’. 53 

Stephen Beyer, based on his findings in Tibet where the indigenous 
cultic traditions have been well synchronized with Buddhist traditions, speculated 
on this concept of the existence of ‘common religious substratum’. He suggested 
that Buddhism and Shaivism borrowed the tantra tradition from some pre-existing 
common primitive substratum of ancient India. 

This theory, which has been further developed by David Seyfort Ruegg, 
has been derived from the premise that the icons and motifs that Shaivite and 
Buddhists tantra practitioners have been using are still existent in practice in those 
tribal parts of India that are not affected by religious and cultural influences. 54 This 


53 Sanderson has disapprovingly quoted David S. Ruegg. See, Sanderson, Alexis Sanderson, 
“Vajrayana: Origin and Function”, 92. 

,4 Ruegg has further developed his common substratum theory by positing symbiosis the deity’s 
local cults ‘ laukika with Buddhism lokottara (transcendent). See: David S. Ruegg, The 
Symbiosis of Buddhism with Brahmanism/Hinduism in South Asia And of Buddhism with 
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‘autochthonous’ hypothesis proposed by Ruegg gives a plausible explanation for 
the appearance of common notions and practices in the Buddhist and Saivite tantra, 
by proposing them to have their origin in the common substratum of aboriginal 
and tribal cults of India. The oversight in this argument is rooted in the 
overemphasized endeavour to find the ‘origins’. 

It is evident from available biographical narratives of Buddhist 
Mahasiddhas that because of their altruistic intention ( Bodhicitta), these 
Mahasiddhas choose to renounce the monastic establishments and strived for 
reaching out to common people in the remotest places, and composed their 
teachings in vernaculars. They used the motifs and symbols that were familiar to 
common masses. In their tantric teachings, they successfully articulated the basic 
doctrinal principles of Buddhism in a non-intricate way, without compromising 
the nuances and uncommon philosophical worldviews of Buddhism. Therefore 
their tantric teaching cannot be ascribed to be of ‘primitive’ or having non- 
Buddhist tribal origin, as they consist of overwhelming doctrinal sophistication of 
Buddhist philosophy expressed through semiology and poetic metaphors. 

A typical example of uses of tribal metaphor can be observed in the uses of 
tantric-yogic practices formulated by Mahasiddhas. In different tantric manuals 


'local cults' in Tibet and the Himalayan region. Wien : Osterreichische Akademie der 
Wissenschaftcn, 2008, 45-56. 
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compiled around 8 th to 12 th century CE, while naming the bodily Central wind- 
channel, the names used are of low-caste or women, such as DombT and 
ChdnddlL 55 The manuals of tantric-yogic practices where these names are used do 
not use these names in the context of any tribal totem. These Mahasiddhas 
purposely choose the tribal women names for denoting the highest order of tantric 
practices. These names reflect the Buddhist doctrine that denies the caste or gender 
hegemony. Within the non-Buddhist yogic tradition, the term used for Central 
wind-channel is Susumna and Sarasvati, the names that are more conventional to 
the Vedic tradition. 

Therefore, the tribal motifs and semiology appear in the tantric teachings 
because shared the same time and space with the tribal people, to whom the 
practitioners of tantric Buddhism were communicating these teachings. They 
choose motifs and language that was familiar to the tribal people culture but the 
denotative meaning expressed by these metaphorical teachings had their origin, 
not in the primitive culture but characteristically connected to the philosophical 
and doctrinal system of Buddhism. 

Moreover, as has been discussed earlier, the philosophical exegeses of 
Shaiva and Buddhist tantra are not common, therefore the same motifs and 


55 For a detailed discussion on yogic practices and wind channels, see chapter 4 ot this thesis. 
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symbols have different connotations and their function character changes from one 
tradition to another. 56 

Conclusion (I) 

Through the investigative study of different theories, this work seeks to dispel the 
misconceived notions that exist on Buddhist tantra. The lack of contextualised 
narrations and assumptions has led to a damaging misunderstanding of tantric 
Buddhism. In contemporary studies and research on Buddhist tantra, many such 
theories have been overly repeated without any in-depth analysis of the context in 
which tantric Buddhist system existed. 

Many such theories that persist in the current academia have not paid 
attention to the traditional historical accounts. The tantric Buddhist tradition has 
its own way narratives about their texts, the way they have been compiled or 
discovered, preserved, interpreted, and their chronological records of lineage- 
transmissions. Due to their inherent esotericism and cryptic linguistic expressions, 
these tantric texts cannot be treated at par of the simple and ordinarily 
compositions. They have undergone an elaborate process of formation for many 
centuries, a process which has many nuances, and ignoring this fact has led to the 


5(1 Alex Wayman, Yoga of The Guhyasarnajatantra. Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1977, 55-56. 
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diverse and somewhat absurd conclusions that we have re-examined in this 
chapter. 
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(Part II) 

Transcultural Encounters: Western influence on Indian Scholars 

India was in my blood and there was much in her that instinctively 
thrilled me. Yet I approached her almost as an alien critic, full of 
dislike for the present as well as for many of the relics of the past 
that I saw. To some extent, I came to her via the West, and looked 
at her as a friendly Westerner might have done. I was eager and 
anxious to change her outlook and appearance and give her the garb 
of modernity. Yet doubt arose within me. Did I know India? - I, 
who presumed to scrap much of her past heritage? 

- Jawaharlal Nehru, The Discovery of India 57 
In the modem planetary situation, Eastern and Western 
‘cultures’ can no longer meet one another as equal partners. 

They meet in a Westernized world, under conditions 
shaped by Western ways of thinking. 

- W. Halbfass, India and Europe 58 


57 Jawaharlal Nehru, The Discovery of India. Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1989, 50. 

58 W. Halbfass quoted by J. Bronkhorst, See, Johanes Bronkhorst, “Indology and Rationality.” In 
Indology: Past Present and Future, 142-173. Delhi: Sahitya Akademi, 2002, 142. 
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The acknowledgement of Western mindset as confessed by the first prime minister 
of India, who also happened to be one of the finest scholars and a great supporter 
of Buddhism reflects that majority of Indian scholars of the 19 th and 20 th century, 
came to know their own country and tradition via the West. They inherited the 
same erroneous theoretical frameworks about their culture and religion that 
represented the European imaginations. This was a reason why many Indian 
scholars could hardly be appreciative of their own past heritage. They approached 
it with the curiosity of an impulsive onlooker - they failed to understand their own 
culture in terms of revere. 

When Orientalist discourse was formulated in the 19 th century, it was the 
Western view of Orient. It was the wisdom of European enlightenment, under 
which the Western explorers were bringing the ‘exotic’ findings to light - finds 
that belonged to the ‘mysterious’ and ‘endarkened’ Eastern world. The Oriental 
discourse was designed in such a way that it could only support those sensibilities 
that were Western in their orientation. Moreover, for the Easterners, the 
forgetfulness of their self-historicity and acknowledgement of pervasive 
endarkenment in their own historical time and cultural space was obligatory so that 
they could partake in this ‘Oriental Renaissance’. 
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Tantric Buddhism and the Orientalist tropes 

As discussed earlier, within the colonial paradigms, the Buddha and his Dharma 
were seen from a Western historical perspective. European scholars fashioned the 
Buddhist doctrines largely in their own image. According to their conceptual 
frameworks, the idea of objectivity, rationality, scientific temperament, linear 
progress, and development; all these qualities were shown to be deficient or 
degraded in the form of Buddhism that was surviving in different parts of the Asian 
subcontinent. 

The famous German-Swiss writer, Hermann Hesse (1877-1962) was 
disgusted with Theravada Buddhism of Sri Lanka, ‘where the beautiful and bright 
Buddhism has degenerated into a true rarity of idolatry’, and L. Austine Waddell’s 
Buddhism of Tibet or Lamaism (1895), declared that in Tibet Mahayana has been 
reduced to a cult of demonical Buddha. 59 60 Therefore, the quest of discovering the 
‘original’ Buddhism’ was crucial for oriental studies. Indeed, this quest was 
heavily biased and had its grounding in racial prejudices. In order to establish 
colonial hegemony, the oriental scholars devised the mechanism of advocacy for 


59 Mario Poceski, The Wiley Blackwell Companion to East and Inner Asian Buddhism. West 
Sussex: Wiley Blackwell, 2014, 488. 

60 Austine L. Waddell, The Buddhism of Tibet or Lamaism. London: W. H. Allen & Co. Limited, 
1895, xi. 
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‘scientific truth’ and ‘objectivity’ in their own terms and often deprecated the 
indigenous traditions and principles. 

Exasperated with this purported ‘scientific approach’ of European scholars, 
Coomaraswamy, a foremost scholar of 20 th century observed: 

It has been said “the prostitution of scientific truth may lead to word 
catastrophe” and that “responsibility for this problem in a peculiar 
sense lies within the domain of Oriental studies”; but it is a question 
whether much can be expected from passionless reason of our 
objective scholarship, which concerns itself so much rather with what 
men have believed than what should be believed. 61 

A vast amount of archaeological and textual sources of Buddhism that were newly 
discovered by the Oriental scholars, generated a new interest in the Indian scholars 
about their past Buddhist heritage. At the beginning of the 19th century, we see a 
generation of English educated Indian scholars who were also well equipped with 
the Western mode of philological training Sanskrit studies. They were inspired by 


61 A. K. Coomaraswamy, The True Scholar: Passages from A.K. Coomaraswamy on Art and 
Scholarship. Edited by Roger Lipsey. Delhi: Indira Gandhi National Centre for the Arts, 2013, 
14. 
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the magnanimity of Buddhism which produced monuments such as Sanchi, 
Ajanta, Ell ora, and the highly righteous Pali texts and the scholastic treatises of 
Mahayana. These scholars had genuine admiration for Buddhist traditions and 
texts. 

It is interesting to note that the in the 19 th century, before the Pali sources 
were brought to India by British, Rajendra Lai Mitra (1824-91) from Kolkata, 
worked on Sanskrit Buddhist literature of Nepal. Though he faced ‘racist bashings’ 
from his Western counterparts, his concern for Buddhist studies and its neglected 
texts led him to collaborate with another Bengali colleague, Haraprasad Shastri. 
Their pursuit was for Indie and Buddhist studies, a field that was mostly dominated 
by European scholars. 

Though these scholars had a sympathetic view towards Buddhism and its 
philosophy, however, when it came to the tantric tradition of Buddhism, the 
sources available to them were largely researched and presented from the Western 
point of view and scarcely represented the traditional perspective. Moreover, these 
texts were heavily infused with words having multivalent meanings, and in the 
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absence of hermeneutical renderings, as done by the traditional commentaries, 
these texts were incomprehensible for these Sanskrit scholars. 62 

Due to the lack of traditional knowledge and understanding, these scholars 
went for the over-literal interpretation of the texts and failed to apprehend the 
meaning in practices of Buddhist tantra. Rajendra Lai Mitra was troubled by his 
findings of ‘most revolting and horrible practices’ in the Guhyasamaja-tantra. 63 
In his Introduction of Sanskrit Buddhist Literature (1882), he propounded that the 
tantric practices are, ‘the most revolting and horrible that human depravity could 
think of.... would doubtless, be best treated as the ravings of a madman.’ 64 

Similarly, P. V. Kane (1880-1927), another foremost Sanskritist, expressed 
a disapproving outburst against Buddhist tantra. Kane, in his fifth volume of 


62 Some Westerner scholars, such as Stcherbatsky, were privileged in the sense that they had the 
access to Buddhist scholars from Tibet and Mongolia who were trained adequately in 
traditional knowledge through monastic education system. 

63 This bewilderment was also an outcome of adopting trans-positioned Western mode of 
rendering the east. As the Indian scholars such a Mitra, were unaware existence of traditional 
knowledge and the hermeneutics of Buddhist tantra they were grappling with a fictitious issue, 
as it was non-existent within the tradition. See, Rajendralalal Mitra, Sanskrit Buddhist 
Literature of Nepal. Calcutta: The Asiatic Society of Bengal, 1882, 160. 

64 Christian K. Wedemeyer in his book Making Sense of Tantric Buddhism, calls it as ‘Mitra’s 
quandary’. He raises a similar question, ‘What sense can one make of a religious traditions that 
seems to advocate behaviours that most sane human beings would consider aberrational at best), 
if not criminal or pathological?’ See, Wedemeyer, Making Sense of Tantric Buddhism, 2-3. 
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History of Dharmashastra, wrote a full chapter on Buddhism; he writes, ‘It has 
become a fashion to praise Buddha and his doctrines to the skies’. He adds that ‘as 
a counterblast to what modern economists often say about Buddhism the present 
author will quote a strongly-worded (but not unjust) passage from Swami 
Vivekananda’. Kane approvingly quotes Vivekananda: 

I smile when I read books written by some modern people who ought 
to have known better, that the Buddha was the destroyer of 
Brahmanical idolatry in India.... in spite of the preaching of mercy to 
animals, in spite of the sublime ethical religion and hair-splitting 
discussions about the existence and non-existence of permanent soul, 
the whole building of Buddhism tumbled down piecemeal; and the ruin 
was simply hideous. I have neither the time nor the inclination to 
describe to you the hideousness that came in the wake of Buddhism. 

The most hideous ceremonies, the most horrible, the most obscene 
books that human hands have ever written or the human brain ever 
conceived, the most bestial forms that ever passed under the name of 
religion, have all been creation of degraded Buddhism. 65 


65 P V. Kane, History of Dharmasastra. Vol. V (ii). Poona: Bhandarkar Oriental Research 
Institute, 1941, 1029-1030. 


54 



Samdarshi P. Buddhist Tantra: Methodological, Textual and Historical issues University of Delhi 


Vivekananda has remarked, ‘They [tantric Buddhists] believed in nothing but the 
enjoyment of the moment, which eventually resulted in the most revolting orgies. 
That, however, is not the doctrine of Buddha, but a horrible degeneration of it, and 
honour to the Hindoo nation, who stood up and drove it out.’ 66 

For the Indian scholars, it was not just the case of Buddhist tantra, even the 
scholastic works of Mahayana philosophy, such as works of Nagarjuna or 
Dignaga, did not make much sense. Due to their training under the European 
pedagogy, they often unconsciously shaped their ideas according to the Western 
thought-process. This negligence was so pervasive that even the scholars from 
traditional centres of learning were deeply affected. 

In the middle of the 20 th century, scholars such as D. N. Shastri made some 
unsuccessful attempt to find Indian scholars in Varanasi, who could interpret the 
nuances of debate between the Buddhists and Naiyayikas in the philosophical 
treatises of these traditions. As the traditional Indian scholars could not render the 
intricacies of the doctrinal differences of Buddhism satisfactorily, he finally had 


6(1 Swami Vivekananda, The Complete Works of Swami Vivekananda. Vol. II, IXvols. Calcutta: 
Advaita Ashrama, 1907, 509. 
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to follow these trails through the works of a well-known Russian Indologist, 
Stcherbatsky. 67 

Another scholar, Benoytosh Bhattacharya, who is considered an authority 
on Buddhist tantra iconography acknowledged his limitation about his ignorance 
of the practical aspects of Buddhist tantra. He, in his essay published in 1964, 
writes: 

Before I describe the process of visualizations of [Buddhist] 
divinities, I must clearly mention that I am not a tantra practitioner 
myself and I have no experience of any spiritual realization. 
Therefore, whatever I am mentioning here is just based on the books 
that I have consulted. 68 


67 In his book, Shastri wrote a eulogy for this immense contribution made by this Russian scholar 
who laid the foundations of scholarly study of Buddhist logic in the Western world. See the 
salutation page of his book: Dharmendra Nath Shastri, Critique of Indian Realism: A Study of 
the Conflict Between the Nyaya-Vaisheshika & the Buddhist Dignaga School. Agra: Agra 
university, 1964. 

68 Benoytosh Bhattacharya, “Bauddha Sadhna.” In Kalyaan Sadhana Ank, edited by Hanuman 
Prasad Poddar. Gorakhpur: Gita Press, 1940, 367. 
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Extra-Indian origin theory of Buddhist tantra 

In the 20 th "century Indian scholars, under the influence of the West, found tantra 
texts to be offensive. The interpretive conundrums presented by the European 
scholars lead them to develop a discourse that advocated for the non-Indian origin 
of Buddhist tantra. 

Saint-scholars such as Swami Vivekananda was unable to comprehend 
tantric antinomianism. He emphasized that tantra came from Mongols and 
Tibetan. 69 He states, ‘Indian Buddhists imitated the Tibetan and other barbarous 
customs of religion and assimilated their corruption, and then introduced them into 
India.’ 70 

Harprasad Shastri also proposed the non-Indian origin theory of tantra. 71 
This extra-Indian-origin theory was later on propounded in a more scholarly 
manner by P. C. Bagchi. He writes: 

[A] number of foreign elements were introduced in the tantra, most 
probably, between the 8 th to 12 th century, when communication with 


69 Swami Vivekananda, The Complete Works. Vol. IV, 362. 

70 Swami Vivekananda, The Complete Works. Vol. V, 317. However when it came to the 
antinomian activities, such as practice of five “Ms” (pancamakara ), they hesitated to ascribe it 
a Sakta practice and blamed Buddhists for bringing these elements. 

71 Bhattacharyya, History of Researches on Indian Buddhism, 97. 
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Tibet, China, and Mongolia became brisk. But these cults lost their 
exotic character, as they fitted well, in the logical sequence, into a 
completely integrated system. 72 

This extra origin theory of Buddhist tantra was continued by Harprasad Shastri’s 
son, Binoytosh Bhattacharya. His works on Buddhist iconography reflect that he 
derived his epistemological assumptions from Western scholars such as William 
A. Foucher. 73 In his remarkable compendium on Buddhist tantra iconography, 
which later became a guiding text for the next generation of scholars, he has treated 
tantric tradition as ‘magical ritualism’ and ‘sorcery’. 74 He unhesitatingly accepted 
that Tantrism was of foreign origin. In his famous work on the history of Esoteric 
Buddhism, he declared, ‘the introduction of the Shakti worship in religion [of 
Buddhism] is so un-Indian that we are constrained to admit it as an external or 
foreign influence.’ 75 


72 P. C. Bagchi, “Evolution of the Tantras.” In Studies on the Tantras, 8-25. Kolkata: The 
Ramakrishna Mission Institute of Culture, 1989: 23. 

73 See the introduction of The Indian Buddhist Iconography. Benoytosh Bhattachrya, The Indian 
Buddhist Iconography. Calcutta: K. L. Mukhopadhyay, 1958. 

74 ibid., 2-4. 

75 Ibid., 43. 
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Binoytosh Bhattacharya also ridiculed the possibility of Shaiva influence 
on Buddhist tantra. He posited that is was Hindus who borrowed the tantra from 
Buddhists. He remarked, ‘it is idle to say that later Buddhism was an outcome of 
Shaivism’. He further confirmed, ‘it is also possible to declare without fear of 
contradiction that it was the Buddhists who were the first to introduce the Tantras 
into their religion .. .Hindus borrowed them from the Buddhists in later times.’ 76 

Scholars such as P. C. Bagchi have pointed out to the terminology such as 
Clna in Mahaclna-tara and a sddhanct of Ekajata-tara brought by Nagarjuna from 
Tibet. 77 This is mentioned in the 12 th century text Sadhanamala that quotes drya- 
ndgarjuna-pddair-bliotesu-uddhritam . 78 However, as it has been pointed out that 
this mistaken interpretation of ‘bringing from Tibet’, is due to lack of thoughtful 
analysis of Case Structure ( Sabda-rupa) of Sanskrit grammar. 79 


7(1 Bhattacharya, Buddhist Deities in Hindu Garb, 1277. 

7 ' N. N. Bhattacharyya, History of the Tantric Religion: A Historical, Ritualistic, and 
Philosophical Study. New Delhi: Manohar, 1982, 110. 

78 Sadhanamala, 71. 

79 Janardan Pandey and Thinleyram Shashani, “Sadhanmala Ke Char Parisist.” Dhih: A Review 
of Rare Buddhist Texts , (Central Institute of Higher Tibetan Studies) V (1988), 81.The 
Ablative/Fifth case-structure ( paheami vibhakti ) is used in Sanskrit if someone brings a thing 
from somewhere. However, the Locative/Seventh case ( saptami vibhakti) is used in 
Sadhanamala reference. This signifies that this sadhana (practice) was existent in Tibet when 
the text was compiled. 
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Likewise, the reductionist approach of N. N. Bhattacharyya posited the 
Hindu and Buddhist tantra to be a ‘fertility cult’ based on religion which is centred 
on worship of ‘the Female Principle’ who in turn stood for the oppressed people, 
symbolizing all the liberating potentialities in the class divided, patriarchal and 
authoritarian social set up of India. 80 He advocated the foreign origin theory and 
proposed that Buddhist tantra texts were fake creations and were not part of ‘the 
Original Buddhism’. In his judgmental opinions, he writes, ‘Within their 
monasteries, they [Buddhists] formed secret societies of their own, composed texts 
dealing with their ideas and practices and got them sanctioned as Buddha 
Vacanas .’ 81 Based on the fourfold divisions of Buddhist tantra classification, he 
erroneously assumes the same system of classification for Shakta Tantra. 82 

On the very similar lines, the advocates of modern Hinduism could not 
conceive the philosophical profundity of surviving Shaiva, Vaishnava and Shakta 
tantra. They blamed this ’degeneration’ of their ‘pure religion’ to Buddhism. 


80 N. N. Bhattacharyya, “Chinese Origin of the Cult ofTara.” In The Sakd Cult and Tara, edited 
by D C Sirkar, 143-146. Calcutta: University of Calcutta, 1960: 143-144. 

81 Bhattacharyya, History of the Tantric Religion, 86. 

82 Ibid., 88. 
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The portrayal of Buddhist Tantra in Hindi Literature 

It is imperative to note that erroneous views about Buddhism and its tantric 
traditions had their influences over other disciplines. At the beginning of the 20 th 
century, we find that some prominent scholars of Hindi who were writing on 
different aspects of Indian culture, religion and literature, started incorporating 
mistaken interpretations of the Buddhist Tantras. Ramachandra Shukla, a leading 
scholar of Hindi literature in the early 20 th century, in his book, Hindi Sdhitya kd 
itihds (History of Hindi Literature), commented on the literature of Buddhist 
Siddhas. These tantric Siddhas have been regarded as the earliest poets of 
Apabhramsa, an older form of Hindi. 

Ramachandra Shukla attributed the literature of Siddhas as a perverted and 
degraded form of Buddhist writings. He criticized these Buddhist Siddhas for 
‘taking the left-handed path of Hindu tantra to its extreme’. Shukla states, ‘by 
writing their poetic works in vernaculars, they [Siddhas] not only fall down in the 
degraded state themselves but also misled the common mass to fall down in the 
dirty trench of Tantra.’ 83 


83 This hypothesis is based oil presumptions that when the Buddhist were defeated and lost their 
dominance over the monarchies, they tried to influence the common masses through their 
sorcery and magical practices. However, the new researches have proven such hypothesis 
inadequate the historical findings revealed that theses Siddhas even after their renouncement of 
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Hazari Prasad Dwivedi (1907-1979) was another well-known scholar of 
Hindi literature who wrote extensively on the Apabhramsa literature of Buddhist 
Siddhas and Nathas. He considered the tantra texts to be the part of folk and tribal 
superstitious literature. 84 His successors, such as Dharamvir Bharti (1926-1997), 
and Nagendranath Upadhyaya (1931-1999), in their writings, followed the same 
pattern. Though, on the issue of antinomianism, these scholars propose the 
simplistic theory that the Siddhas deliberately invoked such practices in their 
poetry so that they could mock the rigidity of caste hierarchy and other orthodoxy 
principles of non-Buddhist systems. Dwivedi admits, ‘these unusual Saints entered 
into the field of practices with the great courage of rejecting all the external 
ritualistic traits.’ 85 However, he fails to recognise the inherent metaphysical 
principles behind all the tantric ritualistic systems. He speculates that these 
Buddhist saints had a folkish background and therefore they had no familiarity 
with the doctrinal and philosophical aspects of Buddhism. He writes, ‘if we start 
collecting the antinomian verses of these Sahajayanis, Yogis and Tantrics, it will 


monastic life, they held respected position in monarchs and several of these siddhas came from 
royal families. 

84 Hazari Prasad Dwivedi, Hindi Sahitya Ki Bhumaika. Bombay: Nathuram Premi, Hindi- 
Granth-Ratnakar Karyalaya, 1948, 1-15. 

83 Hajari Prasad Dwivedi, Madhyakalin Dharm Sadhna. Allahabad: Sahitya Bhawan, 1970, 78. 
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be a huge amount of literature, however, there is no need of it because it is not an 
easy task to retain patience after looking at even few verses.’ 86 

Dharamvir Bharti was another scholar of Hindi literature who researched 
on Tantric Buddhist literature. His research was based on textual sources, mostly 
the Apbhramsa literature of Siddhas. He writes: 

The scholars of Hindi who have studied and interpreted these tantric 
practices have not adequately analysed them in the context of its social 
background. Either they have interpreted them in a pure spiritual 
symbolical manner or they have interpreted them as a despicable rebel 
against suppressed human nature. Some of them also believed that the 
tantric master adopted such practices in order to gain influence over 
people of lower strata. Most of the interpreters of Tantric literature 
have these opinions. 87 

Like most of his contemporary scholars who wrote on Buddhism, the early 
writings of Rahul Sankrityayan (1893-1963) disparage the literature of Buddhist 


86 Ibid., 79, 

87 Dharamvir Bharti, Siddh Sahitya. Prayag (Allahabad): Kitab Mahal, 1955, 75-96. 
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tantra. 88 However, in his later works, which he wrote after his three visits to Tibet, 
after coming into direct contact with Tibetan tradition; he shifted his views. 89 90 

Indian archaeologists were also overburdened with the persuasive 
Orientalist analysis of Buddhism, which treated it in a monolithic and mono-linear 
fashion, devoid of any element of popular religion. As these Indian archaeologists 
inherited the same notions from their British predecessors about a non- 
heterogeneous aspect of Buddhism, they too were willing to dismiss or make 
excuses for evidence that did not conform to their preconceived notions. 

The tantric deities or other folk icons, such as serpent idols, found in the 
excavation were not acknowledged as a part Buddhist tradition. Archaeologists 
such as Hiranand Sastri in his report Nalanda and Its Epigraphic Material (1942) 


88 Rahul Sankrityayan, Buddha Charya. Sarnath, Banaras: Mahabodhi Sabha, 1952, 9-14. 

89 Rahul Sankrityayan, Puratattva Nibandhavali. Allahabad: Kitab Mahal, 1958, 109-130. 

90 Rahul Sankrityayan, Doha-kosa. Patna: Bihar Rashtrabhasha Parishad, 1957, 66. In his 
writings, Rahul Sankrityayana expressed about his struggle with the interpretation of Tantric 
texts even in Tibet, especially about the Carya Songs composed by the tantric Siiddhas. In 
Tibet, as he reports, T could not find any scholar who could interpret the language and the 
contained emotions of the songs of ancient Indian Tantric adepts.” From his acute observations 
on the historicity of Tibetan writings, it is reflected that he did not accepted the Tibetans 
sources blindly and tried to corroborate them with the Sanskrit textual sources. 
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wrote, ‘Buddhists would not worship Net gas along with the deities of their own 
faith.’ 91 

These simplistic and teleological notions were challenged by A. 
Coomaraswamy, who was in favour of seeing the synthesis between folk religion 
and Buddhism. He advocated that these two traditions coexisted as siblings. 

Corrective Voices 

For centuries, Buddhism was not a living tradition in India and for this reason, the 
Buddhist tantra texts were often subjected to misapprehensions and misquoted. In 
the late 20 th century, people such as Gopinath Kaviraj (1887-1976) and Thakur 
Jaideva Singh (1893-1986) were some of the foremost Indian scholars who had 
some respect for the tantric traditions of India and they endeavoured to work upon 
some of the obscure tantra texts of Kashmir Shaivism. Gopinath Kaviraj 
acknowledged that it was a mistake to treat Buddhist tantra as downgraded practice 
and accepted it as a ‘spiritual tradition of a high order’. He cautioned the scholars 
not to denounce its doctrine as hideous or immoral. 92 Prior to these scholars, 
Ananda Coomaraswamy considered tantra to be a topic worthy of its own study. 


91 Hiranand Shastri, Memoirs Of The Archaeological Survey Of India No. 66 Nalanda And Its 
Epigraphic Material. Delhi: Archaeological Survey Of India, 1941, 117. 

92 Gopinath Kaviraj, “"Bhumika".” In Bauddha Dharma Darshan, by Acharya Narendra Dev, 11- 
48. Patna: Bihar Rashtrabhasha Parishad, 1956, 11-48. 


65 



Ph.D. Thesis 


Sacred Feminine Imagery in Tancric Buddhism 


2018 


Ananda Coomaraswamy wrote in brief, but impressive articles on traditions 
related to tantra. Despite the important insights that were being provided by 
scholars like Coomaraswamy, his contemporaries such as Bitoytosh Bhattacharya 
were not appreciative of those earnest efforts. 93 Such attitude of pro-British 
scholars failed to challenge the problematic assumptions of the 19 th century, and 
thereby our contemporary notions about Buddhist tantra still perpetuates with 
some of the earlier unsubstantiated suppositions. 

When the PradTpodyotanatika, a Sanskrit commentary of Guhyasamdja- 
tantra, brought by Rahul Sankrityayana from Tibet was published in 1983, in its 
introduction Suniti Kumar Pathak observed: 

It does not mean that Guhyasmdja-tantra encourages to discard social 
laws. Benoytosh Bhattacharya could not make sense of [its] verses as 
he had no opportunity to have Pradipodyotana commentary of the 
Guhyasamdja-tantra... What to speak of the Guhyasamdja-tantra or 
the Hevajra-tantra, no tantra, whether Buddhist, Vaishnava, Shaiva, 
Shakta or Jaina, ever teach any sort of immoral conduct contradictory 
to the ethics and social laws... The commentary, therefore, warns again 


93 See rhe deliberations in the introduction part of Sadhanma, cxxx-cxxxiv. 
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and again that any amount of carelessness or failure on the part of a 
practitioner will put him into utter ruin. 94 

Conclusion (II) 

Invariably the traditional expressions of Buddhist tantra have been suppressed and 
overly dominated by Eurocentric baggage. Most scholars have been preoccupied 
with their own speculative notions and have ignored the voices in which the tantric 
tradition has expressed itself, and it is unjust to identify a vibrantly living religion 
apart from its traditional practitioners. 

In order to overcome the damaging understanding of Buddhist tantric 
system, the tantric treatise needs to be studied and analysed with a fresh 
perspective. The gradual increase in the translations of commentaries of tantric 
texts and the availability of traditional Tibetan monastic interpreters has opened 
up new prospects for academicians to incorporate the traditional view in their 
research. This could be useful for other traditions of tantra as well. Swami 
Vivekananda has perceptively observed that in the contemporary sphere of Indie 
religion, it is tantric traditions which is pervasive: 


94 Pradlpodyotanatlka, 24-25. 
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To call ourselves in the sense of following the Karmakanda of the 
Vedas, I do not think, would be proper.. .In our ordinary lives we are 
mostly Pauranikas or Tantrikas, and, even where some Vedic texts are 
used by Brahmins of India, the adjustment of the texts is mostly not 
according to the Vedas, but according to the Tantras and Puranas. 95 

Any discipline of the scholarship is not just concerned about just collecting the 
data, but also understanding them in their own context. Besides the question of 
‘what’ they represent, the question of ‘why’ and ‘how’ are equally important. As 
Ananda Coomaraswamy has pointed out, ‘For as long as the work of art appears 
to us in any way exotic, bizarre, quaint, or arbitrary, we cannot pretend to have 
understood it.’ 96 Therefore, unless a discrete and unbiased study of the historicity 
of Buddhist tantra, encompassing the perspective of tradition is not done, the 
misconceptions discussed in this chapter are bound to persist in our academia. 


95 Swami Vivekananda, The Complete Works. Vol. Ill, 263-265. 
9(1 A. K. Coomaraswamy, A True Scholar, 14. 
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Buddhist tantra places some of the female deities at the pinnacle of its pantheon. 
These deities are female personification of supreme awakening and symbolize the 
highest spiritual goals including Buddhahood. They are called Buddha-DakinT or 
Jina-jananI - the female Buddhas - regarded as an enlightened mind depicted in 
female form. The word ‘Buddha’ is concerned with the concept of awakening and 
therefore transcends the notion of gender, however, due to our cultural baggage, it 
reflects a male figure in our minds. 

This thesis advocates the necessity of exploring the nuances of 
visualization of Tantric Buddhist imagery within the context of the texts and 
practice of tradition. For a comprehensive understanding of the visual forms of 
goddesses and other tantra deities, attention must be paid to the linguistic 
expressions in the form of mantra, liturgical expositions, and the details of iconic 
attributes. They all are equally important as they frame the systematic organization 
of these visual forms, their specific concepts and the associated emotive 
expressions. 

Most of the studies on Buddhist tantra have identified tantric Buddhist 
goddesses as either an import from the non-Buddhist tradition or the result of 
aftermath development of primitive or tribal religion. Such scholarly habits are 
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difficult to change - they have yielded some plausible interpretative models that 
we have been used consistently and not subjected to a critical analysis. Ascribing 
Buddhist tantra to be of tribal origin is one such habit that can be seen within the 
domain of studies on Indian religion. In order to contextualize tantric traditions in 
their socio-political, cultural and material milieu, scholars often fixate on this well- 
trodden ‘tribal-origin’ theory, so that the traditions of Buddhist tantra can be 
appropriated to justify the scholars’ ideology. 

Readers of historical literature are familiar with this rhetoric of tribal origin, 
which has been redeployed and reinforced for those religious traditions, which 
were esoteric in nature and were not part of mainstream religion. Holding the 
notion that the origins of a thing determine its fundamental nature, once a religious 
practice is concluded to have a tribal origin, it can easily be designated as cultic, 
marginal, and sometimes superstitious. Thus, such religious traditions become 
exotic, primitive, and therefore rather nonsensical to historians. The historians 
thereafter just have to construct paradigmatic socio-political context within which 
associated motifs of deities and rituals can be appropriated. 
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Some researchers on Buddhist tantra have attempted to contextualize the 
tantric deities by speculating on their non-Buddhist association. 1 The hypothesis 
built in the research presented here, on the other hand, exemplifies the manner in 
which Buddhist tantra gradually developed from its Mahayana scholastic tradition 
in the monastic settings and uses the symbolic visualization practices for achieving 
pure gnosis or wisdom ( prajhd ). While wisdom is feminine aspect of the wisdom 
of Emptiness ( sunyata ), it is also referred as the Ultimate Bodhicitta', the altruistic 
intention ( Updya ) is the male aspect and referred as conventional Bodliicitta. 2 The 
union of two, often depicted through the erotic union of tantric deities, is the 
fundamental doctrine of Mahayana Buddhism. 

While Emptiness negates the absolutist or intrinsic nature of material and 
mental phenomena, altruistic intention provides the basis and guiding principle in 
accordance with which the material and mental phenomena should be perceived 
and acted upon. These two principals provide the theoretical bases for rituals and 
practices for Buddhist tantra system. 


1 They follow the ‘theory of borrowing’ form Saivite tradition and postulate the 
incorporation of Saiva-Sakta deities into Buddhist fold. This theory is discussed in detail 

in the first chapter of thisthesis. 

2 Bodhicitta means a mind that possesses enlightenment; however, conventional Bodhicitta 
connotes to an altruistic mind which aspirsto become Buddha to benefit sentient beings. 
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Most of these practices were already part of earlier phases of Buddhism but 
they remained esoteric and were not compiled and given a systematic form in the 
early phase of Buddhism. Around 8 th century CE, the literature and practices of 
tantric form of Buddhism was made available for Buddhist monastics to discuss, 
debate and to write commentarial literature and thus tantra tradition was accorded 
with a formal institutionalized structure in the Vikramashila and Nalanda monastic 
universities. These monastic universities were headed by the saint-scholars who 
got their Buddhist ordination in one of the eighteen Nikaya schools of Buddhism 
but followed the Madhyamika or Yogacara philosophy of Mahayana Buddhism 
and successfully provided an adequate articulation of the tantric Buddhist 
tradition. Their articulations not only encompassed the doctrinal and cultural 
viewpoints but also employed the systematic use of scriptural injunctions and 
hermeneutics. 

The philosophical viewpoints in somewhat cryptic language in the tantric 
texts were elucidated and interpreted in the commentaries authored by these 
monastic scholars. These commentaries provide an insiders’ perspective and 
provide rationale for the seemingly antinomian practices of Buddhist tantra. 

From the analysis of these tantric texts, it can be observed that the 
symbolism of tantra has a profound pragmatic basis inherent in it. Similar to any 
scientific research procedure in which experimental facts are correlated with 
mathematical symbols to work out a mathematical model, tantric masters also 
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discover the practices by experimenting with their own psyche and the results 
obtained from their experiments are given a schematic form. This scheme is 
modelled as an anthropomorphic form and it symbolises some yogic practices in 
an abstract manner. However, tantric texts are silent on or speak metaphorically 
about these symbols in order to avoid their trivialization. 

Whereas in the other Buddhist traditions, feminine imageries are almost 
absent, or given an lesser position, Buddhist tantra is vibrantly rich with the 
iconography of Female tantric deities. Their imagery may range from a goddess 
depicting the emotion of blissful serenity of meditative concentration or an 
enraged bloodthirsty goddess depicting the emotion of wrath and passion. A 
deeper understanding of the feminine tantric iconography reveals that much of the 
symbolic elements of tantra have been derived from an insightful pragmatic basis, 
which is often esoteric in nature. 

These female tantric deities symbolize the wisdom aspect of the 
enlightened mind. The tantric manuals suggest that the figures are not icons of 
beings, be it God or human, but that they are icons of ideas in a stylized mode. 
While the depiction of peaceful and wrathful goddesses may have similar features, 
there always exists some striking difference between the levels of potency in their 
representations. 

There are the particular details, such as their colour or the implements held 
by these deities, which symbolically lead to a deeper understanding of what these 
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female deities represent. However, with their literature encoded in symbolism and 
their practices veiled in secrecy, the tantric iconography has been inappropriately 
assessed by scholars who were unaware of the nuances and esoteric concepts of 
the Buddhist tantra. 

The case study of Buddhist tantra goddesses studied in this research tries 
to contextualize their associated rituals, imagery, visualizations practices dealt in 
in the traditional manuals that has evolved over the time. These elements have 
remarkable religious significance as they propeled some specifics of tantra 
tradition within the overarching canopy of Buddhism. These deities also present a 
unique example of the composite culture of Hindu and Buddhist traditions of 
Himalayan regions of Indian sub-continent. 

The symbolism and iconographic elements inherent in their imagery have 
been a vital communicative device for Buddhist practitioners as they convey the 
abstractness of some profound tantric-yogic practices. Moreover, the proliferation 
of local narratives and associated with these goddesses and pilgrimage palaces 
signify the fact that they play an important role within the common masses as well 
as the monastic practitioners. 

At present the Buddhist communities in the Himalayan regions of India and 
across the Asia are experimenting with constructive ritualism and carrying their 
religious heritage and keeping alive a centuries-old tradition of Buddhism. These 
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practices related to tantra goddesses can be considered as a potential resource for 
better understanding Buddhist rituals that might have prevailed in ancient India. 

Also, one should also keep in mind that in tantric Buddhism, the concept 
of a goddess appears in the framework of non-theism, which means that there is 
no external supreme being, and hence all religious symbols of a divinity, rituals, 
and doctrines have just conventionaliy existence ( samvriti-satyo ) rather than being 
the ultimate truth ( paramartha-stya ). 


209 



Appendix 


W?$fTctfteifaTfaT 1 

(.PANCARAKSADE VlSTOTRANl) 

(The hymns of PancaraksA goddesses) 

1 mahapratisarastotram 
(Hymn of Mahapratisara) 


om namah srlmahapratisarayai 
(Salutation to Sri-mahapratisara) 


cMJIdMHasjclT cTWTTgT%WTI 
tTRofttlRUii^iWi: ulrIWi cTFTII *11 


1 The Sanskrit version of these hymns is taken from Bauddha-stotra-sangrah of Janardan 
Shastri Pandey, (J. S. Pandey 1994, 112-114). This English translation is done by the 
author. 
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tathagatadyastathatam tattvamapurmahattaram / 

Dharanidharanadyasyah pratisaram namami tam //11 I 

(Through possession of her Dharani, the Tathagatas attained their tathata 
(enlightenment) and [realization of] the tattva (superlative reality), prostrations to that 
Pratisara.) 


OTW flfcRRT W{\\ 311 

rane sakro'jayaddaityan Dharanidhvajadhrg bahun / 
samgramajayadam bhimam pratisaram namami tam // 2 // 

(In the war against various demons, the Dharani [written] on the flag bestowed the 
victory upon the king of gods, salutation to that gigantic Pratisara.) 

yfcl'bRi hhiJ^i dwji ?ii 

yatprabhavad brahmadatto 'labhadrajyamakantakam / 
sarvabhaumapradam devim pratisaram namami tam // 3 // 

(The efficacy of which caused the Brahmadatta to gain his kingdom back, salutations to 
that Pratisara, the granter of all kinds of auspiciousness.) 
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^RTsfrsfcT 4-^cRfl ^^cbRHIklcllH I 
Wfel'H'ii HHTfa cfTRII XII 

bahvaparadho'piyadbhakto rajyadhikaramaptavan / 
sastradibhitisamhatnm pratisaram namami tam // 41 I 

(Salutations to that Pratisara, whose devotees are freed from the fears of weapons and 
numerous offences and attain the authority statesmanship.) 


qj ^dfldRjf^fcTT: I 
yfcRRTHR#1 clFNI Ml 


ratnanyavapurvanijo yam smrtvodadhinirgatah / 
sarvabadhaprasamanim pratisaram namami tam // 5 // 


(Recollecting her [Dharani], the merchant sailors sail [safely] with their jewels through 
the oceans, the subduer of all the obstacles, salutations to that Pratisara.) 


^JH^IWlcl'H'lR^ I'H'HTMH I 

snmahapratisararakshadevistotram samaptam / 

(Here ends the hymn of protector goddess Sri-mahapratisara.) 
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3 

2 mahamantranusarinlstotram 

(Hymn of Mahamantranusarinl) 

om namah srlmahamantranusarinyai 
Om salutations to Mahamantranusarinl 


l^T'TO WHiM'H I 

H $|| 

buddhadhishthanato buddhabhayadam bhayanasinim / 
bhavambudhinimagnanam namo mantranusarinim //1 // 

(Salutations to that MantranusarinI, [she is] the abode of enlightenment of Buddhas, 
granter of fearlessness to the Buddhas, annihilator of frights of those who are sunk into 
the oceans of samsara.) 


^dlh u l|: | 

Rll 

yanmantroccaranadeva shaditayah sudarunah / 
nasam prayanti varadam namo mantramusarinim // 21 I 
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(By just chanting of the mantra, the six- epidemics 2 are vanquished, salutations to that 
Mantranusarini who grants the blessing.) 


dlcblH H^ldifl WT ; I 

|| 311 

mantranusarino lokan nanye mantradayo grahah / 
pldayanti priyamscapi namo mantranusarinim // 3 // 

(Those who follow the mantra of Mantranusarini, need no other mantras, they are never 
harmed by the malicious-planets and they become beloved of every one, salutations to 
that Mantranusarini.) 

TTcf51T3f^T II VII 

buddho'bhyabhashadgathasta yanmantrakathanantaram /yabhih sarvatra svasti 
syannamo mantranusarinim // 4 // 


2 The six nis (disasters or epidemics) are: 1. Excessive rain; 2. Drought; 3. Locusts; 4. Rats; 
5. Parrots; and 6. Foreign invasion. 
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(After the narration of her mantra, the Buddha gives his teaching; it (her mantra) causes 
everything to become auspicious, salutations to that Mantranusarinl.) 


<bdl oilcpMi I 

MI Ml dl I d U K W^ H #TT II \\\ 

kalau buddhavihine'smin lokanam hitamacaret / 
papotpataprasamanlm namo mantranusarinlm // 5 // 

(In the age of Kali, in the absence of the Buddha, we act for the benefit of the world; the 
subduer of all the havoc caused by non-virtues, salutations to that Mantranusarinl.) 


snmahamantranusarinistotram samaptam / 

(This is the end of the hymn of Maha-mantranusarinl.) 


3 

3 mahamayuristotram 
(The Hymn of Mahamayuri) 

om namah srimahamayuryai 
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(OM Salutations to Sri-mahamayuryai) 

*dlR|cfe Mld^ld I 

dwii ^11 

dushtam krshnabhujangam ca narah svantikampalayet / 
yasya mantranubhavena mayurimpranamami tam //1 // 

(Through the efficacy of that mantra, the wicked black serpent can be tamed by men 
and be protected, prostrations to that Mayurl.) 


WT^Tf did? Mid I <-J<£'RiKfl TTfTTgcFTI 
Td#l W^chRlf^l TfTJjfFMU|4-||f4^i cTTRII Rll 

brahmadayo lokapala yaddharanya samapnuvan / 
svani svanyadhikarani mayurim pranamami tam // 21 I 


(By employment of that Dharani, the Brahma and the realm-protectors are endowed 
with their own attainments, prostrations to that Mayurl.) 


WlfWB f^lilsM ^TcTTMfiH I 



cTTRII 311 


svarnavabhasam sikhinam nalabhajjapinam kudhih / 
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amoghenapipasena mayunm pranamami tam // 3 // 

(The wicked could not have access to the reciter [as he is protected] by the infallible 
hook of golden light, prostration to that Mayurl.) 


vte ui^cio^kbmctm: i 
TRTMM^t'TTT^t'UUWlf^l cHRII XII 

yanmantrajapato jivah prajlvanchushkapadapah / 
mrtasamjivinim devim mayunm pranamami tam // 4 // 

(Through recitation of that mantra, the sentient beings and dry plants got became alive, 
the goddess who bestows the elixir of deathlessness, prostrations to that Maha-mayurl.) 


Id Wff TT#T sld id iRl^d I 

UUIHlft cTTTTII Ml 


yanmantrisangatpavano mahopadravasantikrt / 
buddhanam bodhidam nityam mayunm pranamami tam //5 / 


(The big havoc causing winds, when contacted with that mantra, got satiated, the ever 
granter of enlightenment to the Buddhas, prostrations to that Mayurl.) 
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srimahamayurirakshadevistotram samaptam / 

(Here ends the hymn of Sri-mahamayuff protector goddess.) 

4 mahasltavatlrakshadevlstotram 
(Hymn of Maha-sltavatl) 

om namo mahasitavatyai 
(OM Salutations to Maha-sltavatl) 


*f<5lkMH TlfcfT HslH | Ud did I 

Tlf: ^ II 

yadDharanimanujapan rahulo bhadramaptavan / 
vihethito grahaih sarvaih sitavatlm namamyaham I 111 I 

(Through the recitations of that Dharani, the Rahula was able to attain honourableness, 
the demolisher of all the malicious planets, my prostrations to that Sltavati.) 

MI L| d IQ itfl'd'cb KW d cl I ^L|Tl 4d: I 


218 



Samdarshi P. 


Appendix 


U niversity of Delhi 


R II 

papatape sltakarlm sltaladyupasargatah / 
sltoshnaduhkhasamanlm sitavatim namamyaham // 21 I 

(The pacifier of the heat of non-virtues and the disease of chickenpox; the annihilator of 
the sufferings from summers and winters, my prostrations to that Sitavatl.) 

SJR'uiiedftl'iil'vjH'HI 
LllelfM^ftcTcRft WR^TTII 311 

mantragranthitasutranam dharanallakshayojanam / 
pathikanampalayitrlm sitavatim namamyaham //3 // 

(The mantra knotted in a thread when employed [in amulets] by the travellers, she 
protects the travellers for millions of miles, my salutations to Sitavatl.) 

gf^TT ITT TTfJSTTftcn ip | 

wtascrcnwf wnrffTii xii 

smasanasthena muninaya samuccarita pura / 
grahopadravasantyartham sitavatim namamyaham // 41 I 
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(In the past, the subduers (Muni) residing in the charnel ground recited her [mantra] for 
the pacification of havoc created by the Graha (evil spirits), my salutations to that 
Sitavatl.) 



grahabhibhutavatanam granthipadavidharinam / 
grahabhitiprasamanim sitavatim namamyaham //5 // 

(Those who are possessed by the Graha (evil spirits), [they should] hold the stanza [of 
her mantra] in the amulets, the subjugator of fears of Garha , my salutations to that 
Sitavatl.) 


sn mahasitavatirakshadevistotram samaptam / 

(Here ends the hymn of Sri-maha-sltavatl protector goddess.) 



5 mahasahasrapramardinlstotram 
(Hymn of Mahasahasrapramardini) 
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om namah snmahasahasrapramardinye 
(OM salutations to Sri-mahasahasrapramardim.) 

cfl% 'di^RldcpiRuiij-ij 
tfffo II ^11 

mahasahasrike loke sahasrahitakarinam | 
sahasrasattvajananlm naumi sahasramardimm || 1 || 

(In the great thousand world realms, she bestows the thousands of fortunes, prostrations 
to the Sahasramardim, the mother of thousands of sentient beings.) 

'blMslcIlifi ^IcT: ^1 

TT#RT> 

sopadravayam vaisalyam mahotsavo yatah sada / 
mahopasargasamanlm naumi sahasramardimm // 2 I I 

(She vanquished the disturbances in the festival of Vaisali forever, the pacifier of chronic 
disease, salutations to that Sahasramardim.) 


^TSRTSRTi^FTi ^d^W I 
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^dlMsicl^di dlfa 3II 

Yaksharakshasabhutanam damanlm dushtacetasam / 
duritopadravahatam naumi sahasramardinim //3 // 

(Prostrations to the Sahasramardim, who subjugates all wicked minded demigods, 
demons, ghost and dispels all the troubles.) 

^RuflMdHcfl idlcRI^idxO I 

M cTtHlP^i 'Ui^hE-Ahii *n 

yadDharanlpathanato rakshitah sakyakesari / 

vishato vishadigdham tarn naumi sahasramardinim // 4 I I 

(By recitation of that dharahi, the lion amongst the Sakyas was protected from the 
poisons and the damages caused by poisons, salutations to that Sahasramardim.) 


II Ml 

madhumisritabhaishajyam sarvaroganivaranam / 
mrtasahjivanam loke naumi sahasramardinim // 5 // 
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(The medicines mixed with honey that removes all the disease, the elixir of this realm, 
prostrations to that Sahasramardim.) 


srimahasahasramardinlrakshadevistotram samaptam / 

(Here ends the hymns of protection goddess Sri-maha-sahasrapramardim.) 
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